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ABSTRACT
It is common for outsiders to think of Louisiana as
one vast swamp.

There is no apparent good reason why such

an image should be held.

First, there is a dearth of good

accounts of swamps and swamp dwellers to foster the false
notion.

Furthermore, there are few swamps left in the state

At the same time, most of those remaining are being drained
and protected from floods.

Louisiana's largest true swamp

is in the Atchafalaya Basin, the low-lying area between the
Mississippi River and Bayou Lafourche natural levee systems
on the east and the levee system of Bayou Teche on the w e s t .
This study is the first detailed account of the inhabitants
of the area and of their mode of existence, past and present
Swamp life as once followed is dying rapidly, even as the
existence of the swamp itself is threatened.
Man has utilized the Atchafalaya Basin in a variety of
ways.

The first occupants were Indians, hunters and gather

ers with a limited technology who managed to exploit the
environment effectively.

The first white settlers in the

Basin were agriculturists who settled on the several ridges
scattered throughout the swamp.

Most of them were small

farmers from adjacent high lands, though in some cases a
plantation economy was introduced.
xiii

With increasingly severe floods after the Civil War,
agriculture in the Atchafalaya Basin became impractical. In
spite of failing agriculture, most small farmers remained
in the swamp, particularly those of French descent.

Former

plantation slaves left the Basin with the end of agriculture;
to this day all swamp dwellers are white.

Slowly, a new way

of life evolved as new notions and implements were intro
duced, particularly from the upper Mississippi River system.
The new economy made for greater exploitation of natural
resources.

Fishing on a folk level was the first new indus

try to develop in the Basin; with time, frogging, crabbing,
and similar occupations appeared.

Today most swamp dwellers

live on peripheral higher ground and are employed chiefly
in modern industries found outside the area.

Folk exploita

tion of the swamp declines steadily.
A major objective of the study is to record and ana
lyze, while they still exist, folk traits occurring in the
Atchafalaya Basin.

Particular attention is given to tools

and techniques, to discover their origin, and describe their
distribution and u s e .

xiv

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The Atchafalaya Basin is located in south central
Louisiana (Figure 1).

It is a low, swamp area traversed by

the Atchafalaya River, which is a distributary of the
Mississippi River.

Atchafalaya (pronounced chaf-e-li’e or

e-chaf-e-li’e) has been spelled in many different ways,
such as Chafalaya, Chiffalie, Chaffalia, Tchafalaya,
Atchafa-Laya, and many others.

It comes from the Choctaw

Indian language, and means Mlong river” (Read, 1963:157).
Annually in springtime the Atchafalaya River overflows its
banks as it receives excess floodwater from its parent
stream.

Usually at this time of the year the entire

Atchafalaya Basin is underwater.
The eastern boundary of the Atchafalaya Basin is the
natural levees of the Mississippi River and Bayou Lafourche.
The western and southern boundaries are the natural levees
of Bayou Teche, built when the Teche course was followed by
the Mississippi River about 3,500 years ago (Coleman, 1966:
8).

Since formation of the Basin between these two levee

systems, waters from within it have cut a channel through
the Bayou Teche levees at what is now Morgan City.
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The northern boundary of the study area follows U.S.
Highway 190 between Opelousas and Baton Rouge.

This boun

dary is not so arbitrary as might appear at first glance,
as it is also used as a dividing line by the Louisiana
Department of Wild Life and Fisheries to separate fishing
regulations for major water bodies to the north and south.
Swamps, such as presently occur south of U.S. Highway 190,
once extended north through northeastern Louisiana and
eastern Arkansas.

However, the only extensive true swamp

remaining lies in the area designated.
The major reason for the decline of swamps has been
the leveeing of rivers for the protection of cities and
agricultural land and as an aid to water-borne commerce.
Traditionally there has been little official concern for
fish or other wildlife resources (see, for example, Separa
tion of Red and Atchafalaya Rivers . . . , 1914).

Only

within recent years has a concern for wildlife been voiced,
and this has come from sportsmen and conservationists living
outside the area.
Although the Atchafalaya Basin is the one great swamp
remaining in Louisiana, it has been undergoing many changes
that threaten its very existence.

There are extensive

tracts of newly cleared land north of U.S. Highway 190
devoted to soybeans, and some swamp areas south of the high
way are being cleared for agriculture.

Most of this agri

cultural land is protected by levees from floods.

However,

much of the unprotected swamp is now relatively dry, since

the Atchafalaya River is more and more confined to one
channel rather than permitted to spread into surrounding
woods as has been its habit.
Within the regime of the river are the seeds of
destruction of the Atchafalaya Basin.

With each flood tre

mendous amounts of silt are deposited in the swamp.

Swamp

dwellers desire large annual floods, for without them there
would be few traditional resources to exploit.

Yet these

same floods are destroying the area through deposition.
The process is plainly seen by even the casual visitor to
the area; it can be noted that water leaving a stream and
entering a swamp is muddy

and heavy with silt, but the same

water exiting from even a small swamp further downstream is
relatively clear.

Therefore, mud and, in some cases, sand

are being deposited in the swamps, raising ground level
slightly each year.

The Corps of Engineers would prefer to

confine the Atchafalaya River to one channel throughout its
course in the Basin in order that sediment be carried
through the area and deposited in the Gulf.

Execution of

this proposal would protect the area from annual siltation.
The canalization project would, however, be disastrous to
wildlife.

Therefore, the plans of the engineers are opposed

by swamp dwellers and conservationists, both of whom desire
an annual flood season.

Nevertheless, if the present rate

of silting continues, the Atchafalaya Basin will shortly
be a swamp no longer.

The mode of existence followed by peoples living in
the Atchafalaya Basin will soon be no longer possible if
present trends continue.

There are those who presently try

to live largely by hunting and gathering, as did their
ancestors, but they are few and declining.

The majority of

swamp dwellers now live in areas protected from floods and
having easy access to the outside world.

Most of them are

employed in towns located on high land surrounding the Basin,
and only a small portion of their income is derived from
swamp resources.

Because the old way of life is rapidly

dying, it is felt that it should be recorded and analyzed
while still viable.
The objective of this paper is a study of settlement
and economic folk practices in the Atchafalaya Basin.

As

this is a study in cultural geography, the process of change
and the diffusion and adaptation of culture traits will be
emphasized.
Extraneous elements intrusive upon the swamp will be
studied only to the extent that they have influenced the
lives of people living in the area.

The two major exotic

elements have been the exploitation of timber and petroleum.
The lumber industry has greatly altered the character of
the swamp and the manner of living of its inhabitants.
will therefore be introduced where called for.

It

On the

other hand, the oil industry is strictly intrusive, utilizing
no folk techniques, and affecting the swamp chiefly in the
construction of canals.

Canals have had an impact as they

extend movement through the swamp; otherwise oil has had
little influence upon the lives of swamp dwellers, so is
disregarded in this study.
Only two good detailed accounts of the Atchafalaya
Basin exist and both deal with the physical evolution of
the area (Fisk, 1952, and Latimer and Schweizer, 1951).

By

contrast, there are many books which are concerned with the
people and economy found on the high ground surrounding the
swamp.

The swamp itself has been largely ignored in formal

treatment, and there is even a dearth of comments made by
visitors through the area.

Therefore, this first detailed

account of the pebple of the Atchafalaya Basin and their way
of life has depended largely on field work for its substance.
There are two good accounts of life in Louisiana for
the early seventeen hundreds, both written by Frenchmen
after their return to France.

These books have been inten

sively scrutinized in an attempt to comprehend the ideas and
values held by French settlers when they first arrived in
Louisiana and by this means to better understand concepts
now held by swamp dwellers of the Atchafalaya Basin.

One

of the books was written by Dumont de Montigny, hereinafter
referred to as Dumont, who came to Louisiana in 1719 and
returned to France in 1738.

His book, Memories Historiques

sur La Louisiane, was published in 1753.

The other was

written by Le Page du Pratz, hereinafter referred to as
du Pratz.

Du Pratz arrived in Louisiana in 1718, returned
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to France in 1734, and published his Histoire de La
Louisiane in 1758.
The primary theme followed in this work will be the
adaptability of swamp dwellers to new situations.

Original

white settlers in the Basin were farmers, but with increasing
floods agriculture became impractical.

Rather than migrating

from the swamp and continuing farming activities elsewhere,
many remained in the swamp to exploit local resources.
Methods by which these folk adapted to the new way of life,
and acquired the tools and techniques which allowed them to
exploit these resources will be examined.
This study is divided into three major sections.
first deals with settlement of the Atchafalaya Basin:

The
how

and why people moved into the swamp, who they were, how they
earned their living, what their homes were like, and the
evolution of a new way of life as increasingly severe floods
forced economic changes.
The second section, the major portion of the work,
covers the folk economies operative in the Atchafalaya Basin.
Each industry, such as fishing, crabbing, and frogging, is
discussed in detail to explain its evolution and its tech
niques .
The last major portion of this study is a discussion
of the annual cycle of activities followed by swamp dwellers.
It is hoped that this section will help to explain the rela
tionship of man to the land within a distinctive environment.

CHAPTER XI
SETTLEMENT
Early Attitudes Toward White Settlement
in the Atchafalaya Basin
Indian Occupance
Prior to white settlement, Indians had been residents
in the Atchafalaya Basin for a long period and through sev
eral successive cultures (Kniffen, 1938).

When white men

came to Louisiana, the swamp was inhabited and utilized by
Chitimacha Indians.

Unfortunately,

little is known of the

Chitimacha for the early European pieriod, for, according to
the only good ethnographic account of them, by 1883 they
lived in ’’exactly the same manner as the French Creoles sur
rounding them” (Gatschet, 1883:149).
However, few Indians were living in, or utilizing re
sources from, the Atchafalaya Basin when whites began to
settle there.

In 1706 some Chitimacha murdered the French

missionary Saint Cosme (du Pratz, 1758, Vol. 1:106), which
led to a disastrous war with the French; the Chitimacha
were almost annihilated.

Few early travelers in the Atchafa

laya Basin mentioned Indians.

In 1769 two agents of the

Spanish government met only two hunting parties (Bjork,
1924:28).

The swamp was even further deserted fifty years

later; in 1819 Cathcart, who traveled extensively in the
area, found only one small group of Indians living on the
fringe of the Basin (Prichard, Kniffen, and Brown, 1945).
There were roving groups in the region as late as 1850
(LeBlanc, 1850:287), and informants remember an old Indian
settlement of several families above Bayou Chene.

Today a

Chitimacha Indian reservation exists at Charenton, Louisiana,
where ancestors of living Indians witnessed white migration
into the swamp.
Though only a few Indians lived in the swamp at the
time of white settlement, their influence on later swamp
dwellers was important.

Chitimacha Indian old fields had

been seen at Bayou Chene by early visitors (Williams and
Naylor, 1832-33).

Because of the land's previous use,

settlers were relatively certain that many tracts of land
were high and dry, and, when cleared of briars, farmable.
The many Indian mounds and middens (Kniffen, 1938:191) were
also helpful to settlers for they provided home sites, places
of refuge from floods, and high spots for cemeteries.1
Other Indian influences are not so obvious, yet un
doubtedly were significant in aiding early white inhabitants
living in the swamp.

As French settlers gathered unfamiliar

wild foods, it was probably Indians who taught them to dis
tinguish between the edible and poisonous.

For example,

there were the mussel Rangia cuneata, eaten in vast numbers
by both the Indians and early French settlers, and the seed
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of the water chinquapin (Nelumba lutes) , known locally as
grain a voulet.
The Atchafalaya Basin as Seen by
Early Visitors
Low lying and wet, the Atchafalaya Basin was usually
avoided by early visitors to Louisiana, and those who crossed
the region did so as quickly as possible and usually had
nothing good to say about it.

One author who commented

freely on the area was William Darby (1816:69), who stated:
MTo have an idea of the dead silence, the awful lonesomeness,
the dreary aspect of this region , it is necessary to visit
the spot.”

Then in a later book (1818:72) he commented:

A more astonishing transition is not conceivable than
between the deep, dark, and silent gloom of the in
undated lands of the Atchafalaya, and the open, light,
and cheerful expansion of the wide spread prairies of
Opelousas and Attacapas.
A. R. Waud, visiting in 1866, gave his impression of the
swamp in a drawing (Plate 1) and this comment:
The trees closing together at the top shut out the
light, so that the weird and funereal aspect of the
place is perfect, representing a forbidding appear
ance sufficient to appal a stranger.
In the slimy
depths of the swamp . . . numbers of alligators exist,
in company with turtles, snakes, etc.
(Waud, 1866:
769)
Individuals unfamiliar with the region still hold these
unfavorable views.
Though roads have been built around the Atchafalaya,
to this day none crosses through its center.

2

There has

been a road across the northern end of the Basin following
the present U.S. Highway 190, and the first portrayal of

11

Plate 1. A cypress swamp in South Louisiana as seen
by an early visitor (Waud, 1866b:781)

»
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such a road was in 1806 (LaFon, 1806).

However, this road

could not have been important, as no visitor to the region
even mentioned it, and on an 1863 map a portion of it was
listed as a ’’path” (Abbott, 1863) .

Because of severe flood

ing it was probably passable only on horseback for much of
the year.

In 1812 Stoddard (1812:166) commented that the

Atchafalaya Basin was ’’impassable by man, except along the
water communications.”
The major water route between the Mississippi River
and the Atchafalaya Basin was Bayou Plaquemine, which was
deepened in 1770 (Humphreys, 1861:430).

It was the main

O

passage0 until clearance of rafts on the Atchafalaya River
in 1861 (Elliott, 1932:51) allowed use of that river.
Although Bayou Plaquemine was the best route, it was cer
tainly not a good one.

It was navigable only when the

Mississippi River was in flood, only three or four months
of every year.

It was also a dangerous route, as described

in an 1852 account:
We ran down the bayou [Plaquemine], the waters of
which rush in from the Mississippi River with fearful
violence, forming a continuous series of foaming
rapids so that it is with the greatest care that any
boat can navigate the stream, either by turning its
abrupt windings or avoiding the vast amount of drift
timber.
(Baton Rouge Gazette, April 10, 1852)
After entering the Atchafalaya Basin, a traveler had
his choice of several routes through it (Figure 2).

Most

crossed the swamp in steamboats as quickly as possible and
entered Bayou Teche at its northern or southern end.
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A minor route between the Mississippi and the Atchafa^
laya Basin was the Attakapas Canal, constructed in the early
nineteenth century between Bayou Lafourche and Lake Verret.
The canal was not large or deep, and it was often cut off
from the Mississippi River at the head of Bayou Lafourche,
where low water would often prohibit boat travel between the
two.

Some steamboats even took the "sea route,” going from

Bayou Teche to New Orleans by way of the Gulf and avoiding
the Basin completely.
The earliest craft used in crossing the swamp was
undoubtedly the pirogue, and two pirogues connected by a
platform were used as a ferry in 1814 (Brackenridge, 1814:
171).

Such craft were probably built by local people for

transporting families and goods through this lowland region.
Another craft used as a ferry by local people was the
’’barge,” as noted in 1866 (Plate 2).
Settlement within the Atchafalaya Basin by white
people was slow to begin, as the area was low, swampy, and
avoided by early farmers.

Visitors commented on the lack

of good agricultural land, as illustrated by Darby (1818:
52, 53), Brackenridge (1814:168), and Flint (1832:237).

The

area was therefore generally uninhabited during the early
part of the nineteenth century.

Farmers were settling the

surrounding lands, but it was only a matter of time before
penetration of the area by agriculturists took place follow
ing a change in attitude.

15

Plate 2. A large barge being used as a ferry
at Morgan City in 1866 (Waud, 1866c:664)
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Settlement of Surrounding Lands
In the 1770’s Acadians began arriving in Louisiana
and settling along the Mississippi River near its junction
with Bayou Lafourche and along the upper portions of Bayou
Lafourche.

Some Acadians soon began moving through the

Basin to settle along the natural levees of Bayou T e c h e .
This new settlement, though centered in St. Martinville,
soon expanded north and south along the Bayou, and westward
onto the prairies.

The Acadian farmers (petits habitants)

had small holdings, and were largely subsistence farmers
who grew only a little cotton to be sold commercially.
On the other hand, the English-speakers who acquired
land along Bayou Lafourche and the Mississippi River were
wealthy and eventually developed large plantations.

These

people, called '’Americans” by the Acadians, began moving to
this land in large numbers after the Louisiana Purchase.
A contemporary (LeBlanc, 1850:290) recognized this fact and
stated:

"We owe, in a great measure, to the inhabitants of

the Carolinas and Virginia, who have settled among us, the
great improvements we have so far made in agriculture.”
"Americans” originally settled and farmed less desirable
clayey back lands but soon began buying from French-speaking
farmers their land fronting the rivers and bayous.

The

only region adjacent to the Atchafalaya Basin, where these
English-speakers were both dominant and the original set
tlers, was along the lower Teche, from about Franklin to
Morgan City (Records of the Louisiana Land Office, and

Planters ’ Banner, March 16, 1848).
Settlement Within the Atchafalaya Basin
Increased Pressure for
Agricultural Land
Large plantation units developed on the natural levee
lands soon after the Louisiana Purchase.

In 1802, the major

crop on Bayou Lafourche was cotton (Berguin-Duvallon, 1806:
171), but in a few years it was replaced by sugarcane, pro
duced on large plantations expanding at the expense of
small farmers.

Plantation economy had become dominant on

the Mississippi River by 1828, and soon after dominated
Bayou Teche, continuing to do so until the Civil War (Sitter
son, 1953:47).
Greater pressure for agricultural land by the 1 8 4 0 ’s
and increased profits from sugar crops caused many indi
viduals to turn toward the Atchafalaya as a possible area
for plantation agriculture.

The Planters * Banner (June 3,

1847), on the lower Teche, commented:

"The land mania is

rather on the increase in St. Mary [Parish].

Speculation

in land runs higher at present than at any former period;
it has become epidemic and we hardly know where it will end.
This condition was common throughout the Atchafalaya Basin,
and it was about this period that most of the higher lands
4
suitable for agriculture within the Basin were purchased.
Land Subdivision
After the Louisiana Purchase, the U.S. Government
took steps to have the area surveyed.

Authorities were

quick to realize that the area to become the state of
Louisiana was different and that the rectangular survey
system commonly used might not be suitable.

Therefore,

Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin authorized Sur
veyor General Isaac Briggs in 1805 to survey land adjacent
to streams, particularly the "Chafalaya," into "tracts of
one hundred and sixty acres and having as much front, in
proportion to their depth, as has been usual in lower
Louisiana" (Carter, 1940, Vol. 9:461).

Congress passed

acts in 1811 and 1824 which permitted this mode of surveying
(Statutes at L a r g e , 1850, Vol. 2:662, and Statutes at L a r g e ,
1856, Vol. 4:34).

It was hoped that this new system would

allow smaller landholders to acquire land, but such did not
happen; most of it fell into the hands of large landholders.
The Atchafalaya Basin was surveyed after the Louisiana
Purchase, but as a result of acceptance of a second method
5
of surveying both systems are found in this area.
The
"arpent" system, the division of the land into long narrow
strips, is found along streams primarily in the upper por
tion of the Atchafalaya, while the majority of the swamp is
surveyed in the conventional rectangular method (Figure 3).
French Settlement in the Atchafalaya
Though the movement of French-speaking peoples into
the Basin was gradual, it was substantial; more importantly,
it led to permanent settlements in the swamp.
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There were many reasons why Acadians sold the good
land and moved into the swamp.

First, they could not afford

to build and maintain the levees and roads as required by
law for all front holders.

Second, they feared debt, and

once in debt they sold their land.

And third, these poor,

independent Acadians were considered to be a bad influence
on slaves on plantations, and plantation owners were willing
to buy their frontage at almost any price.

The main result

of the aggressiveness of the Anglo-Americans was the aban
donment of such areas as the upper Bayou Lafourche by small
independent farmers and their replacement by large sugarproducing plantations employing Negro labor.
Many authors of that era, such as Brackenridge (1814:
173) and Sparks (1872:379), mentioned the migration of
Acadians from the Mississippi and Lafourche natural levees
into the Atchafalaya swamp.

One of the better descriptions

of this movement was given to Charles Lyell in 1849 (Lyell,
1849, Vol. 2:113) by an American, who stated:
’’The French had a fair start of us by more than a
century.
They obtained possession of all the richest
lands, yet are now fairly distanced in the race.
When
they get into debt, and sell a farm on the highest
land next the levee, they do not migrate to a new
region farther west, but fall back somewhere into the
low ground near the swamp. There they retain all their
antiquated usages, seeming to hate innovation.
To this
day they remain rooted in those parts of Louisiana
where the mother country first planted her two colonies
two centuries ago, and they have never swarmed off, or
founded a single new settlement.”
After selling their land on the major waterways,
French-speaking peoples began moving into the Basin, mainly
to the eastern edge of the region, centering on Pierre Part
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and numerous other smaller ribbons of dry land.

There was

little migration into the swamp from the west because of the
availability of adjacent prairie land.

There were, however,

a few French-speaking families who moved toward Butte la
Rose, Catahoula, and a few other areas.

On the Atchafalaya

north of Butte la Rose, numerous French-speaking farmers
were cultivating small farms by the beginning of the Civil
War.

The origin of this group is unknown, though they could

have migrated from the False River area.
These French-speaking people continued as small sub
sistence farmers

(Harris, 1881:105, and Anonymous, 1880:
g
391), supplementing with hunting and gathering.
Few owned

Negro slaves, so the movement into the swamp was almost
exclusively by white folk, and after the Civil War the few
Negroes in the area departed.
While in the swamps, Acadians constructed homes
similar to those on the natural levee lands, using a heavy
framework of timbers, and filling the intervening space
with nogging of mud and moss.

However, as floods destroyed

many of these homes few were rebuilt, and with time the art
of home construction declined, resulting in homes resembling
camps.

These homes were built around a framework of trunks

of cypress saplings with split cypress clapboards and shakes
(merrains) .
(Plate 3).

Several homes of this type are still standing

Plate 3. A home in Pierre Part constructed of
hand-split cypress around a framework
of young cypress trees

23
American Farmers Begin Moving
into the Swamp
Greater pressure for agricultural land by the 1830's
and increasing profits from sugarcane crops caused many
wealthy Americans to turn their attention toward the
Atchafalaya Basin.

These English-speakers moved there from

several directions, though many land purchasers were specu
lators.

The area along bayous Maringouin and Grosse Tete

was relatively high ground, and Spanish land grants had been
made there in the late 1700's.

Even so, the majority of the

area was surveyed by the United States Government in the
"arpent" system (Figure 3) .

However, most of the land was

not acquired by individual farmers, but in large blocks by
two New Orleans businessmen who were "land sharks."

These

men obtained the land legally, though not in an ethical
7
fashion.
Plantation agriculture developed in this region
where it is still important, though the southern end of
Bayou Maringouin was never settled.

The areas along bayous

Maringouin and Grosse Tete are unique within the Atchafalaya
Basin, an agricultural system based on Negro labor is still
important, and there was never orientation to a swamp
economy based on folk practices.

Therefore, henceforth this

area will be excluded from the study.
Agriculturists from the lower end of Bayou Teche
g

began acquiring land after 1840 north of Grand Lake

in an

area centered on Bayou Chene, which was high land with Indian
old fields.

The movement here was dominated by local persons,
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though a few New Orleans businessmen did start plantations.

Q

Several families with French surnames moved near Bayou
Chene, but English was always the major language in the
area, and these French-speakers soon adopted it.

Compara

tively small plantations developed up to the beginning of
the Civil War, producing only small amounts of sugar.

10

The

owners who lived on the plantations had only a few slaves
and considered the Bayou Chene area to be their home, not
simply a region to be exploited and abandoned.
English-speakers also began purchasing land for agri
cultural purposes along bayous Pigeon and Sorrel and Grand
River.

The Planters * Banner stated that agriculture began

in this region in 1845, and that by 1847 ’’all the public
land in that region have been taken up.
land under cultivation has improved.

The price also of

The cane crop of this

year is remarkably fine” (Planters’ Banner, June 17, 1847).
Data for this area indicate that because of floods, sugar
production did not amount to much until the 1858-59 season,
the time of the only good crop (Champomier, various dates).
These plantations, based on slave labor, were mostly owned
by absentee landlords.
A final region in which plantation agriculture
became established was along the banks of the Atchafalaya
River.

It had a small natural levee which was being farmed

by 1818 (Darby, 1818:52).

By 1838 land mania had claimed

the area (Prichard, 1941:42), and during the 1850’s the
sections along the Atchafalaya south of the present U.S.
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Highway 190 were purchased from the state.

Though most of

this land was acquired by speculators, several large plan
tations did evolve.

Closely associated with this movement

was development of agriculture along Bayou Alabama and
neighboring waterways (Figure 2).

Cotton was the major

crop grown in the area,'1'1 and large plantations developed.
The latter were widely scattered and between them lived
many French-speaking subsistence farmers.

12

Development of a Hunting, Gathering,
and Lumbering Economy
Reasons for the Changing
Economy
During the Civil War almost all commercial agricul
ture in the Atchafalaya Basin ceased.

Most of the men

went to war, and the remaining inhabitants could not keep
the farms in operation or the levees in repair.

The war

also led to a period of lawlessness during which draftdodgers and outlaws used the swamp as a refuge (Shugg, 1939:
178).

13

These were mostly English-speakers who eventually

settled around Bayou Chene, which developed and kept a
reputation for being a tough place.
Though the war was a significant cause for agricul
tural decline, a greater influence was the occurrence of
floods resulting from clearance of rafts in the upper
portions of the Atchafalaya.
rafts first developed in 1778.

Darby (1816:65) stated that
They were quite l a r g e ^ and

rose and fell, depending on water level; they did not com
pletely obstruct the flow of water but did prevent the river

26
from enlarging.

As mentioned, Bayou Plaquemine was the

best route for boats traveling between the Mississippi River
and areas to the west, though used only during high water.
On the other hand, it had always been felt that the Atchafa
laya River would be a dependable route at any time of the
year if cleared of rafts.

To facilitate navigation, removal

of the raft was begun in 1840 and completed in 1861 (Elliott,
1932:51).

Though there had been no change in size of the

channel from 1578 to 1831 (Elliott, 1932:51), the immediate
result of raft clearance was river enlargement as every year
more water poured into the Atchafalaya from the Mississippi
(Plate 4).

A second result was increased severity of floods

in the Basin (Mississippi River Commission, 1881:131), and
engineers soon began to fear capture of the Mississippi by
the Atchafalaya (Latimer and Schweizer, 1951:C12).
The flood of 1874 was particularly disastrous to
agriculture and forced most remaining farmers to give up
that endeavor (Strikney, 1882:7-16).

Agriculture in 1881

was confined to the uppermost section of about forty miles,
but south of there ’’the mills and other buildings of aban
doned sugar estates, with levees, fences, and furrows still
traceable, are scattered through the second growth forest
all the way down to the lakes” (Mississippi River Commission,
1881:131).

Agricultural lands thus abandoned (Figure 4) are

still largely unused except where protected from floods by
an extensive levee system.

27

Plate 4. The Atchafalaya as seen in 1883:
(1) Entrance to
Atchafalaya River, (2) "Swamper’s" house, (3) Swamper, (4)
Steamer running the rapids of the Atchafalaya, (5) Red River
landing, (6) Castle on the Atchafalaya, (7) Little Whiskey
Bayou, (8) Swamper’s garden (in a canoe), (9) The Ash Cabin,
and (10) Map showing changes in the Mississippi current.
(Davidson, 1883:237)
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After collapse of the agricultural economy, major
shifts in population occurred.

All Negroes who had been

slaves on plantations were forced from the swamp, and to
this day all swamp dwellers are white.

The only Negroes

entering the swamp are a few who work for oil companies and
those who are sport fishermen.
The major group to remain consisted of small farmers
of both French and English descent.

The French centered on

the Atchafalaya River north of Butte la Rose remained in
spite of increased floods.
so severe around Pierre Part

However, because floods were not
15

and the area was isolated,

the way of life there was not altered radically.

Rather,

there was a gradual change in the subsistence pattern, with
hunting and gathering increasing in importance at the
expense of agriculture.

Sparks’ (1872:379) description of

these French indicates their adjustment to the new way of
life:
At irregular distances between these Acadian settlements,
large sugar plantations are found.
These have been
extending for years, and increasing, absorbing the
habitats of these primitive and innocent people, who
retire to some little ridge of land deeper in the swamp,
a few inches higher than the plane of the swamp, where
they surround their little mud-houses with an acre or
so of open land, from the products of which, and the
trophies of the gun and fishing line and hook, and an
occasional frog, and the abundance of crawfish, they
continue to eke out a miserable livelihood.
The only group of English-speakers to remain were
farmers with relatively small holdings near Bayou Chene.
They owned their lands and, though almost all commercial
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agriculture ceased in the area,

16

remained to take up other

occupations.
The Lumber Industry
Removal of lumber is by far the oldest economic
activity practiced by white folk in the Atchafalaya Basin.
As early as the first half of the eighteenth century, ships
were going there to remove oak timber (Charlevoix, 1744,
Vol. 3:444).

However, cypress (Taxodium distichum) was the

most important lumber product, though it was more than a
hundred years before it became commercially significant.
Tupelo gum (Nyssa aquatica) and various other trees were
also exploited.
At the time of their arrival the French were appar
ently unacquainted with cypress, though they soon learned
of its valuable properties as a building material (du Pratz,
1758, Vol. 2:30-34).

It ds exceptionally durable, easily

worked, readily split into shingles and boards, and is less
flammable than other w o o d s .

Because cypress is usually

found in wet places, removal of trees presents problems;
nevertheless, by 1725 the French had devised folk techniques
whereby cypress logs could be removed from swamps easily by
deadening trees in the fall and cutting and floating out
deadened timber during high water (Moore, 1967:10).

Thus,

persons of French descent entering the Atchafalaya Basin
were undoubtedly familiar with the properties of cypress,
and they used the lumber for homes, outbuildings, fences,
boats, and most wooden implements.
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It is not known when commercial exploitation of
cypress began in the Atchafalaya Basin, but it was certainly
prior to the Civil War.

After that time the cypress indus

try of the area increased greatly, using old folk techniques.
17
In 1883 the overhead skidder was developed,
followed in
18
1889 by the first pullboat
(Bryant, 1923:214), both of
which greatly facilitated the removal of cypress logs.
With the decline of agriculture, many American
farmers with small holdings turned to lumbering for employ
ment.

This activity was known as "swamping,M and those

engaged in it "swampers.”

Bayou Chene changed from a farm

ing community to a swamping one; and when local labor could
not supply the demands of the industry, outsiders were
engaged.
Many lumberjacks who had "spent a great portion of
their lives in the great forests of the north and west"
(PlantersT Banner, March 8, 1871) arrived to cut cypress
trees.

19

These people were experienced lumberjacks from

northern forests
cypress industry.

who came specifically to work in the
If they stayed in Louisiana the year

round, most lived at Bayou Chene.
and settled there.

Some married local girls

Negroes, most of whom were from the sur

rounding agricultural lands, made up about half of the
laborers.

They lived in swamps seasonally with lumber crews,

either deadening timber in low water or cutting and floating
timber out in high water, but none lived in the swamp the
year round.

After completion of the several activities,
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they went to their homes outside the region.
Another group working in the cypress industry were
local inhabitants of French descent.

Apparently only a few

of the French subsistence farmers occupying the eastern edge
of the swamp took part in cypress lumbering (Jacobi, 1937:
16) , and most French-speaking swampers came from surrounding
exterior agricultural lands.

However, once the lumber

industry ended, many French-speaking swampers settled along
the western edge to gain a livelihood in a hunting, fishing,
and gathering economy.
While at work, swampers lived in camps, many of which
were built on rafts of floating logs (Plate 5).

The best

description of such a camp is that given by Coulon (1888:10):
The foundation consists of logs, called in the swamper’s
vernacular ’’sticks,” averaging fifty feet in length,
floated parallel to each other and held together by
transversal ’’splicers,” through which holes are bored
reaching into the ’’sticks” ; then strong ashen pins are
firmly driven in, the whole forming in point of fact a
raft or ’’crib.” Upon this a framework is built of size
suited to the number of occupants.
The apex of the
roof is seldom over seven feet from the flooring, while
at the eaves it is often as low as four. This frame
work is made of young trees, ranging from three to six
inches in diameter. Holes are again bored into one end,
whilst others are sharpened and driven into these.
The
ridge-pole is supported by end and centre-poles, upon
whose forked ends it rests.
The roof is constructed of
split pickets, and the opening between this log-flooring
more or less closed by the same means. At the further
right end of crib about eight inches of clay or sand
are piled upon boards laid crosswise; this forms the
c o ok’s hearth. Forked sticks, pickets, green moss and
one or two one-dollar blankets are the component parts
of bed and bedding. The bar has to be equal to the oc
casion and is made of cheese cloth, as in no part of the
world are mosquitoes, gnats and sandflies more plentiful.
In later years comfortable bunkhouses were built on barges
(quarterboats) and towed to work areas (Bryant, 1923:70-71).
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Plate 5. A swamper's camp as photographed
by Coulon (1888:between 8 and 9)

34
However, there were also many camps built on dry ridges of
land in the swamp (Plate 6).
Development of Fishing and
Other Industries
A much more important activity for local inhabitants
was the development of a fishing industry.

In 1873 (Townsend,

1900:159; and Evermann, 1899:299) fish dealers at Morgan
City began to buy fish from inhabitants of the Atchafalaya
Basin.

With boats moving through the area, it was only a

matter of time before fish dealers began buying other swamp
products and other related activities evolved.
Techniques equipping swamp dwellers fully to exploit
the environment were largely introduced from the Mississippi
River system, particularly those involved with fishing.
There are several lines of evidence that point to this con
clusion.

First, several older informants state that they

knew personally several introductions from the north.
Second, many of the terms used in the fishing industry are
similar in the two areas, as the term used for the very
important hoop net is unique to the Mississippi and Atchafa
laya rivers.
identical.

Third, fishing techniques in the two areas are
Fourth, techniques such as snag lines and imple

ments such as boat types had earlier beginnings on the
Mississippi River.

Fifth, fishermen are highly mobile, and

many northern fishermen have migrated into the Basin, the
writer knowing one to have done so during the past

year.

water connection between the Atchafalaya Basin and

the

A
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Plate 6.

A camp formerly used by swampers
in the Atchafalaya Basin
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Mississippi River system has therefore been important to
the former area, as few techniques were developed to meet
unique situations in the Basin.
Development of a fishing economy resulted in a dis
persal of population, with remaining nodal points being
Pierre Part, Butte la Rose, and Bayou Chene.

The reason for

dispersal lay in the new economy, as these people were now
largely hunters and gatherers, with the only income being
from the sale of fish.

Since transportation was slow,

fishermen had to live near their work, and population was
thus dispersed and oriented toward streams.
Throughout the Atchafalaya Basin the concept of a
"fishing ground" is strong.

It is that portion of a river

or bayou that an individual, and that individual alone,
uses for economic purposes.

20

The average fishing ground

is from about one to three miles along a stream, including
both sides.

If it is navigable, such a stream belongs to

the government for the use of all citizens.

However, swamp

dwellers adhere so strongly to the fishing ground concept
that they think it perfectly acceptable to use any force
necessary to remove an intruder, whether the stream is navi
gable or not.

The concept does not hold true for a lake;

no person may claim exclusive right to utilize the resources
of a lake or any portion of it.
Fishing grounds never extend into the forest— commonly
referred to as "woods"— beyond the stream, and during floods
anyone can fish, trap, crawfish, or pursue any related

activity in the woods near anyone e l s e ’s fishing ground.
The only time that a portion of the woods is considered the
exclusive fishing ground of an individual is when that indi
vidual improves the natural conditions.
should a person clear a road
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For instance,

through the woods at low

water, he is considered to have exclusive right to use that
road for economic purposes during high water (Plate 7),
though anyone may use it in traveling through the swamp.
The developer’s exclusive right is recognized as long as he
continues to utilize it as a fishing ground.

If he stops

using this improved portion for a time, the next person to
preempt the area is considered to have exclusive rights for
one season.

Any following season it may again be claimed

as his own by the first to arrive.

However, if any indi

vidual begins to maintain a road at low water, everyone
recognizes it as his fishing ground for the following season
and for as long as he maintains and uses it.
North of Butte la Rose, fishing grounds are inherited,
bought, and sold.

One was sold as late as 1967 (Boudreaux,

Oct. 10, 1968), and many of the folk still believe firmly in
their ownership of a stretch of river.

The probable reason

that this idea became so firmly entrenched was that fishing
was largely restricted to the Atchafalaya River proper and
space was therefore quite limited.

South of Butte la Rose

the situation is different, for there fishing grounds were
never bought, sold, or inherited, though in other respects
were the same.

A greater abundance of usable rivers, bayous,

A A.

Plate 7a. A wide road leading into the
swamp as seen from the Spillway levee

Plate 7b.

The same road as above seen
during high water
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and lakes south of Butte la Rose makes possible locations
on a stream below that point greater in number, hence less
valuable.
Many fishermen were squatters who built "camps” near
their fishing grounds.

These were primitive homes, con

structed of "split and hewed timber of doubtful but picturesque
architecture" (Coulon, 1888:25).

Evermann (1899:291) reported

homes two stories high, but he must have been referring to
the Bayou Chene settlement, for such size certainly was not
typical.

Those persons living on land usually built "cribs"

(similar to the one mentioned on page 32) and used them
until the annual flood receded.

Evermann (1899:291) recorded

that a platform was erected on scaffolding or posts to pro
tect farm animals from floods, but no homes were ever built
on such scaffolding.
Problems posed by annual floods were finally solved
through the use of houseboats, introduced from the Mississippi
River system after clearance of the Atchafalaya River raft.
In 1894, 173 houseboats were recorded on the Atchafalaya and
its tributaries (Smith, 1898:539), while by 1922 this number
had risen to 679 (Sette, 1925:197).

Houseboats gave mobility

to fishermen, for if fish were not biting in one section of
the swamp, it was often a simple matter to find an unclaimed
fishing ground elsewhere and to pull the home to that new
spot.
In the Atchafalaya Basin, the words "houseboat" and
"campboat" are synonymous.

French- and English-speakers
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always refer to a houseboat as a campboat, suggesting that
at first they were used as camps when fishing away from
home; only later did the family move into the campboat and
consider it a permanent home.
High water did not hurt individuals living in house
boats, but rather helped them by increasing catches of fish.
High land was not considered particularly important during
the campboat era; more important was the portion of the
river fished, some sections being far more productive than
others.

There had, therefore, been a complete reversal of

values by the swamp inhabitant in his opinion of floods in
changing from a farming to a fishing economy; while once
floods were dreaded, they were now considered a blessing,
causing only little inconvenience.
An interesting aspect of population behavior at this
time was lack of mixing between French- and English-speakers.
In spite of dispersal throughout the swamp, the two groups
remained in distinct areas (Figure 5), and there was little
intermarriage.
Abandonment of the Heart of the Swamp
Atchafalaya Spillway Construction
The spectacular 1927 flood of the Mississippi River
resulted in great damage to settlements outside the swamp.
The Corps of Engineers then built through the Atchafalaya
Basin an extensive levee system (Figure 6), the major parts
of which are two guide levees lying about fifteen miles
apart.

22

The area within this levee system is known as the
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Atchafalaya Spillway to swamp dwellers, while many others
refer to it as the Atchafalaya Floodway.

The object of the

system is to provide an outlet for floodwaters, primarily
to protect agricultural lands and cities along the lower
Mississippi.

At the southern end of the Basin a canal was

cut across Bayou Teche to move excess floodwater from the
Basin to the Gulf (Figure 6).
This construction by the Corps of Engineers likely
will fulfill its purpose, but it does so at the price of
greatly altered conditions within the Basin.

Floods within

the Spillway are now particularly high, as the waters are
confined to a relatively narrow corridor, and silting of
23
lakes and swamp bottoms is pronounced there.

Of even

greater current significance to swamp dwellers is the fact
that the swamp area outside the Spillway no longer receives
an annual flood, with concomitant failure annually to renew
much of the wildlife of the area.

There is at present some

fishing in the large lakes outside the Spillway levees, and
a little hunting, but the vast majority of all swamp activity
is confined to the Spillway.
Gradual Migration Out of the Spillway
With construction of the Atchafalaya Spillway, though
having little to do with it, inhabitants living within the
region began to migrate to its outer edges.

This migration

was largely completed in the 1950's, leaving but a few indi
viduals and families behind.

At present, Butte la Rose is
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the only community within the Spillway, though others have
developed on the guide levees where bayous provide easy
access into the swamp.

Major reasons for leaving scattered

dwellings were newly valued amenities such as schools,
doctors, churches, stores, and electricity.

The innovation

which permitted this migration was the outboard motor.

With

it persons could live on the rim of the Spillway and "com
mute” quickly to their fishing grounds.

Even further, boat

trailers permit one living at a distance from the Spillway,
as at Pierre Part, to commute to the heart of the swamp.
In their migration, inhabitants moved in very selec
tive directions (Figure 7).

Most English-speakers leaving

the area near Bayou Chene moved to Bayou Sorrel, some moved
to the lower edge of the Spillway, while a few abandoned
swamp life and moved to surrounding towns.

On the eastern

side, French-speakers who lived in the. area enclosed by the
Spillway moved to either Pigeon or Belle River, while a few
at the southernmost end moved to Morgan City and Stephenville.
On the western edge of the Spillway many of the Frenchspeakers moved to Henderson or Bayou Benoit.

Butte la Rose

did receive some of the latter, but there has been a general
out-migration from Butte la Rose to Henderson.

Bayou Sorrel

and the fishing community near Charenton are therefore English
speaking communities, while other communities are Frenchspeaking, though French is dying rapidly.
There is still only limited contact between the
English- and French-speaking communities, and people from
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English-speaking Bayou Sorrel and French-speaking Pigeon
have little contact in spite of their living only nine miles
apart and having similar problems and modes of existence.
Towns surrounding the Atchafalaya Spillway, with the
exception of Krotz Springs and Morgan City, are new.

In

1937 Pigeon had only twenty-nine families (Jacobi, 1937:26);
now it has 166.

Henderson is a large community of approx

imately 300 families, though 20 years ago it consisted of
only a few scattered homes.

No Negroes live in any of these

new communities.
During migration to the Spillway edge, many simply
moved their houseboats and continued to live in them, as in
Pigeon (Jacobi, 1937:26).

Houseboats pulled up on land are

still used as residences (Plate 8) on the eastern side of
the Spillway; on the western side houseboats are not abundant
24
except in the southwest.
Many individuals living in communities surrounding
the Spillway have acquired occupations outside the swamp
economy.

This is not a new phenomenon, for it occurred as

early as 1916 during slack seasons (Tulian, 1916:94).

Many

swamp dwellers have qualified in crafts, such as pipefitting
and carpentering, so they have no trouble securing employment.
Such outside employment is so plentiful that all in the
swamp society regard wage labor lightly, readily quitting
’’work” for a period to return to the swamp economy.
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Living

in these marginal communities former swamp dwellers enjoy
what they consider the better part of two worlds; they have

Plate 8a. A houseboat on land
at Belle River

Plate 8b. A houseboat on land at Belle River;
note the extension added to the front
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easy connections by road to nearby cities and jobs, yet live
right on the edge of the swamp and all that it has to offer.
Swamp dwellers believe they can earn a living in either
environment or divide their lives between the two, as they
may desire.
The new communities surrounding the Spillway are
linear in form, yet quite definitely nucleated (Figure 8).
Most residents have bought or leased a small piece of land
from t h e .lumber-company owner and built a home, usually
with an outbuilding or two in the rear for the storage of
gear used in the swamp.

FIGURE 8
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NOTES TO CHAPTER II
There is a large Indian mound at Bayou Sorrel used
as a modern graveyard.
There have been no burials in this
mound since about 1960 because of a lack of grave sites.
2
Interstate Highway 10 is scheduled to cross the
area between Lafayette and Baton Rouge, following an aban
doned railroad route (see Figure 8).
It will be on trestles
over most of the area and should not affect wildlife greatly.
^There is a small bayou paralleling Bayou Plaquemine
for much of its length, and it was apparently this small
bayou, Bayou Jacob, which provided the first link between
the Mississippi River and the Atchafalaya Basin (Humphreys,
1861:430).
^The best way to find the locations of abandoned
agricultural lands in this area was found to be through the
memories of aged informants.
Much former agricultural land
is now under twenty or more feet of silt, and often the only
record of what was and what was not agricultural land is in
the minds of older inhabitants of the area. Color infrared
photographs were taken from airplanes in an attempt to
locate former fields, particularly in areas where there has
been a minimum of silting; but information given by infor
mants was found to be much more accurate.
®The American and French arpent survey systems are
very similar, but the American surveyors tended to tie in
their two systems as much as possible.
Therefore, by examin
ing the rear property lines, it is often possible to guess
correctly by whom the land was surveyed.
^Cotton was the major cash crop of these farmers; see
Henry and Gerodias, 1857:41, 43.
^Two New Orleans businessmen, Laurent Millaudon and
Andrew Hodge, acquired most of the agricultural land. Acts
of Congress approved on May 29, 1830, and June 19, 1834,
granted rights to settlers on public lands, allowing them to
purchase the land preempted prior to passage of these acts,
up to 160 acres, after paying the minimum price for the land
and after proof of the land being cultivated.
It was common
at this time for the land to be claimed by an individual,
and his ’’neighbors” would vouch for the fact that he had
50
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lived on the land and tilled it for the proper period.
How
ever, by the time the patent was issued, the property was
in the hands of the land shark. For an example of how this
scheme worked in the area of Bayous Maringouin and Grosse
Tete, see Dickens and Forney, 1861:535-37.
The same proce
dure was used near Opelousas, where only about 25 out of
350 claims by individuals were considered valid, with the
rest going to land sharks (Dickens and Forney, 1861:538-39).
®This information was given by informants, and was
inferred from contemporary literature. As an example of
the movement 5 there were six plantations owned by persons
with a surname Carline between Franklin and Morgan City,
and it was Carlines who first started plantations at Bayou
Chene.
Other family names appear in both areas— Hartman,
Ranthrope, and Bateman among others (Champomier, 1844:8, 9).
^The most prominent of these was a lawyer from New
Orleans, W. W. King.
^ B a y o u Chene never produced a sugar crop equal to
that produced on high natural-levee lands surrounding the
Atchafalaya Basin.
During the ten-year period 1850-1860,
the zenith of sugar production in the rest of Louisiana,
floods in the Basin ruined crop after crop (Bouchereau,
various dates).
■^Informants state that it was cotton and not sugar
cane that was the major crop in this section.
Coulon (1888:
26) found an abandoned cotton gin in the area, reinforcing
the comments of informants.
1 2 ^ 0 records exist of this group, but these small
farmers are remembered by informants; many relatively young
men remember abandoned fields all along the river in this
area.

13Several older informants stated that the area had
been widely used by outlaws and draft-dodgers.
Coulon (1888:
32-33) repeats a hair-raising story of jayhawkers, and a
reporter from the Harper's Weekly (Waud, 1866a:769) reported
the area was a refuge for "many a persecuted Union man during
the rebellion.”
14There are many stories of these rafts found in the
literature, most of them related by persons who never visited
the area.
For the only detailed account of the rafts, see
Humphrey, 1805.
■^There were floods around
whereas in the early part of the
channel of the Atchafalaya River
River, by the 1850's most of the

Pierre Part.
However,
nineteenth century the main
followed the course of Grand
water flowed south through
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Grand Lake and bypassed channels to the east. Therefore
floods to the east were not as severe as they could have
been had the main river not shifted its course.
18The only plantation to continue operation beyond
this date was the King plantation, owned by absentee land
lords .
17

The overhead skidder was usually operated in con
junction with a railroad constructed through the swamps. A
cable was stretched high above the ground between two tall
poles or trees, and logs were dragged from the swamp to the
rail line by the overhead cable, with part of the log ele
vated above the ground.
18The pullboat operated from a barge and consisted
of a cable that would go back into the swamp several hundred
feet; logs were attached to the cable and these were dragged
along the ground to the canal or bayou in which the pullboat
was anchored.
1Q

There were probably considerable numbers of lumber
men who came to Louisiana to work as swampers, but the 1880
census does not bear this out. For example, in the second
ward of St. Martin Parish, where Bayou Chene is located,
there were 137 swampers who were born in Louisiana and 45
who were born in other states or in foreign countries; of
the latter, only 12 were born in northern states or Canada.
^ F i s h i n g was of course the major activity that was
so jealously guarded, but all activity concerned with remov
ing game such as turtles, alligators, and the like from the
fishing ground was prohibited.
21a road is a cleared passage through the swamp which
becomes a canal during high water.
Some roads are several
feet wide and are cleared with chain saws.
Others are only
crudely cut, with shrubs and branches cut only from two to
four feet above ground; the resultant road at low water re
sembles a tunnel through the woods.
OO
^ F o r a detailed account of construction of the
Atchafalaya Spillway levees, see Sommer, 1966.
23compare Figures 2 and 6 for the difference in the
size of Grand Lake.
On Figure 6 note how the portion of
Grand Lake northwest of Charenton has not silted in because
construction of the Atchafalaya Spillway isolates this area
from the rest of the lake.
^Houseboats are not numerous in the west because
there are no locks which would allow them to travel through
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the levee to high ground.
^ T h e s e swamp dwellers consider jobs in surrounding
towns as "work" but do not regard an activity followed in
the swamps as work.

CHAPTER III
FOLK INDUSTRIES
Fishing
Large-scale commercial fishing developed late in the
Atchafalaya Basin, though fishing for local consumption was
always significant.

The first mention of fishermen in this

area was in 1814 (Brackenridge, 1814:172).

By 1847 seine

twine was regularly advertised for sale in Franklin, Louis
iana (Planters* Banner, July 15, 1847), and apparently some
plantations took part in fishing (Planters' Banner, Nov. 25,
1847; and Dart, 1926:575, 577).

Fish caught locally were

sold in surrounding towns,1 but were of little consequence
to the overall economy of the Basin.
There were several reasons for the late beginning of
large-scale commercial fishing in the Atchafalaya Basin—
chiefly the lack of any nearby large market and the lack of
methods for preserving fish during shipment.

2

Though a rail

road had been completed between New Orleans and Morgan City
by 1 8 5 7 ;(Figure 9), it alone was not stimulus enough to
develop a commercial fishing industry.

This situation was

not unique to the Atchafalaya Basin, for it was not until
1876 that a fishing industry of any magnitude had developed
on the upper Mississippi (Carlander, 1954:57).
54
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Early Development of the
Fishing Industry
Commercial fishing in the Atchafalaya Basin began at
Morgan City in 1873 (Townsend, 1900:159; and Evermann, 1899:
299), probably as a result of the development of the "towcar,” a device for transporting fish from the swamp to the
railhead in Morgan City.

The tow-car, also called "live-car,"

Mfish-car,M and "well-car," was an important new technique
without which this new industry could not have begun at this
time
There are only two descriptions of tow-cars as used
in the Basin in the late nineteenth century.

Stevenson (1899:

345-46) described them in this way:
These are built in the shape of a flat-bottomed skiff,
sharp at each end, the sides, top and bottom being
formed of slats, with space between each slat for the
free circulation of water.
They range in length from
18 to 30 feet and about 5 feet in width. At each end
there is a water-tight compartment with about 40 gal
lons capacity, and by emptying or filling these compart
ments with water the buoyance of the car may be
regulated.
Since the cars are usually towed by steam tugs at a
speed of 6 or 8 miles per hour, the determination of the
proper buoyance at either end suitable for towing
requires considerable judgment and experience.
These cars are divided by a slat partition into two
or more compartments, so that the fish will not all crowd
together.
Their capacity is from 5 to 10 tons of fish,
dependent on the temperature and condition of the water.
Evermann (1899:298) described two-cars thus:
Each tug carries in tow a large live-box called a livecar or fish-car, into which the fish are put when
received until they are needed for dressing.
The car is
usually 25 to 30 feet long, 6 feet beam, and is divided
into several compartments.
The maximum capacity is 40
to 50 boxes of 300 pounds each.
The captain of the tug,
as agent for the company, buys the fish from the fisher
men. The fish are measured in a box 1-1/2 by 1-1/2 by
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3 feet.
This measuring-box rests upon the live-car
over the particular compartment into which the fish
are to be put, and when the box is full the hinged
bottom is released
and the fish fall into the car.
Portrayal of tow-cars by informants varies only
slightly from these descriptions (Plates 9 and 10).

The

only differences given were that the bottom was solid rather
than composed of slats, and tow-cars were seldom seen divided
into sections.
In early days fish were sold by volume through the
use of a "measuring-box,M as mentioned by Evermann.

Only

the very oldest of informants ever remembered seeing a
measuring-box, so its use was probably discontinued about
the turn of the century, when fish began to be sold by
weight.

A

scale was carried on the tug which had the tow-

car attached, and fish

were weighed and tossed into the

tow-car.
Operation of a tow-car was quite simple in principle
if not in practice.

A tow-car was usually towed upstream

empty by a steam tug or by gasoline-powered ones when they
became available.

4

As fish were put into the tow-car, water

was added to watertight compartments on both ends of the
craft, thus lowering it so as to allow water to enter the
center portion of the craft where fish were held in order to
keep them alive.

As fish were loaded into the tow-car, it

was lowered as needed.

Since loaded tow-cars were difficult

to move, they went downstream as much as possible, or along
routes with a minimum of current.

Usually one or two trips

Plate 9.

Top and side views of a tow-car as used in the Atchafalaya Basin.
They were about thirty feet long and three feet high.

CJl
oo

Plate 10.
View of a tow-car; the upper doors on the near side have
been removed to better illustrate the craft. This drawing
was based on descriptions given by informants, so
the craft was not divided into compartments.
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a week were made, depending on the amount of fish available
and the distance to be traveled.

When loaded, tow-cars

were usually attached to a side of the tugboat since this
was the easiest position in which to handle them.

Once at

the fishdealer’s wharf, fish were left in tow-cars until
needed.
A considerable drawback to the tow-car was the diffi
culty in moving and maneuvering it, which required a power
ful tugboat.

Another drawback was the extreme slowness with

which it had to be pulled; it was almost impossible to pull
a loaded tow-car faster than six miles per hour, yet a speed
even this high tended to kill fish.
Tow-cars were not efficient because only catfish
could be transported and even among catfish some types did
not fare well; the yellow catfish (Pylodictis olivaris) was
better able to survive than the blue catfish (Ictalurus
furcatus) (Evermann, 1899:299), the other major catfish
carried by this means.

All other fish had high mortality

rates while in tow-cars.
Later Developments in
the Fishing Industry "
Use of ice brought many changes to the fishing indus
try, though for a time ice was not cheaply obtained.

Until

the development of a process for manufacturing ice, it had
to be imported from the North.

For example, ice was carried

to Morgan City by schooner from Rockport, Maine (Attakapas
Register, Sept. 2, 1876).
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Establishment of an ice plant in New Orleans in 1883
had a strong influence on commercial fishing in the Atchafa
laya Basin.

Advertisements like the following began to

appear in the Times-Democrat in New Orleans (for example,
June 1, 1883):
FISHING INDUSTRY
OF THE SOUTH
This industry heretofore has been of a limited character,
but with the facilities now offered by the New Orleans
Refrigeration and Manufacturing Company, by which fresh
fish can be dry frozen and kept perfect for any desired
length of time, this should become a very large and
profitable business in the future.
With our "Hamilton
Patent"
REFRIGERATOR CARS
fresh fish can be shipped in perfect order to any part
of the West or North, where they will command good
prices.
We invite Fish Dealers, and all interested in
the Fishing Business, to call and see our facilities
for handling and keeping the same.
New Orleans Refrigeration and Mfg. Co.
Foot of S t . Charles Street
Prior to 1883 the only fish mentioned for sale in New Orleans
by the New-Orleans Price-Current and Commercial Intelligencer
were northern fish such as mackerel, cod, herring, and salmon,
which had been smoked and shipped there by schooner.

When

ice became readily available, the fish industry at Morgan
City began to expand vigorously for now fish could be
shipped to distant markets.
It took a long time, however, for the use of ice to
supplant the tow-car.

The first evidence of ice used in

transporting fish in the Basin was in 1899 (Stevenson, 1899:
346), when in summertime some tugboats, instead of pulling
tow-cars, brought ice for fish preservation.

This ice could
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have been shipped to Morgan City from New Orleans by railroad,
though by 1902 Morgan City had two ice plants (Garber, Nov. 9,
1968), one operating in conjunction with a fish market.

Even

though ice was cheap and readily available in Morgan City,
tow-cars continued to be used.

By 1914, of the twenty-one

boats buying fish in the Basin, sixteen or seventeen still
used tow-cars, while three or four used ice boxes (Plate 11),
each with a capacity of four to eight thousand pounds (Tulian,
1914:77).

Finally about 1918 tow-cars ceased to be used.

The primary advantage of the use of ice was that an
increased variety of fish could be carried without spoilage,
and even catfish kept better under such conditions.

Also,

without a tow-car fish-boats traveled faster and maneuvered
more easily.
Because of emigration from the Spillway and the use
of outboard motors, fish-buying boats no longer go into the
swamp.

Rather, each fisherman goes to his fishing ground

and brings his catch to markets in surrounding towns.

Some

fishermen camp several days every week at their fishing
grounds and keep fish alive in a live-box until their return
<>
(Plate 12). Only in summertime do some fishermen today take
ice to their grounds because rapid transportation makes
refrigeration unnecessary.
Beginning in 1873, Morgan City had no rival as it grew
to be the main collecting point for fish from the Atchafalaya
Basin.

Another important center was Melville, Louisiana, on

the Atchafalaya River outside this study area (Figure 1),
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Plate 11a. A boat that was formerly used in buying
fish in the Atchafalaya Basin.
It was beached
on this bit of high land by a flood.

Plate lib. An old fish-buying boat still being used
for that purpose at Bayou Sorrel, though it is
permanently anchored there.
Note the scale
on the deck. The superstructure was
typical of all bo a t s .

Plate 12a. An old, typical live-box
made of split cypress

Plate 12b. Live-boxes, constructed primarily of
wire, being used on the Atchafalaya River.
Two sides of the live-boxes are supported
by floating logs.
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which formerly sent boats into the Basin to buy fish to be
distributed by the Texas and Pacific Railroad after comple
tion to that point (Townsend, 1900:159) in 1884.

Wholesale

fish trade was important at this railhead port until the
1920’s, when fishing became poor because of leveeing.

Even

tually fishermen and fish markets abandoned the site.
Smaller centers for handling fish were established at
Plaquemine in 1897 (Townsend, 1900:159) and later at Atchafa
laya.

At first Plaquemine markets used tow-cars, but because

of deficiency of oxygen in the water in Bayou Plaquemine,
many entire loads of fish died before arrival at the market
(Bernard, Sept. 17, 1968).

With inexpensive ice, the indus

try grew, though it never reached large proportions, and
ended by 1915.
Atchafalaya (Plate 13) became an important fish
depot following completion of the Southern Pacific Railroad
across the swamp in 1908 (Bernard, Sept. 17, 1968)
9).

(Figure

Atchafalaya received ice from Lafayette and used no

tow-cars.

The Southern Pacific abandoned this track in

1932, and Atchafalaya soon ceased to exist as a town.
The market to which fishermen sell is always referred
5
to as a ’’dock," and there the fish are "dressed” prior to
shipment.

Usually the understanding between dock and fisher

man is that the fisherman always sells to the same dock,
the dock buys all fish brought by the fisherman for that
day, and the dock may inform the fisherman that for some
reason it cannot handle fish— or a certain type of fish— for
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Plate 13a. A view of Atchafalaya, La., looking east,
ca. 1920.
Note the catwalk between the home and
the bridge. At extreme flood the railroad tracks
at this point would go under water.
(Courtesy Thomas Bernard)

Plate 13b. A view of Atchafalaya, La., ca. 1920;
these buildings are in the left background
of the photograph above.
(Courtesy Thomas Bernard)
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some time in the future.

This arrangement guarantees

fishermen a sale and the fish dealer a supply.

There are

also ’’fish agents” who buy and hold fish for a particular
dock.

In 1962 there were 112 fish dealers for the Spillway

area (Lambou, 1963:271).
The maze of bayous, lakes, and overflow areas in the
Atchafalaya swamp developed into the major region of inland
fishing in Louisiana.

A concentration of fishermen had

developed in the Basin by 1898, when Smith (1898:538)
stated:

”The section in which most extensive fishing is now

carried on comprises the Atchafalaya River and its tributary
bayous.”

In 1931 the vast majority of freshwater fishermen

in Louisiana were concentrated in the Basin (Fiedler, 1933:
416).

This situation is still true.
Louisiana fares well in comparison with other states

in the total amount of freshwater fish taken.

Statistics

for 1931 (Fiedler, 1933:376) show that Louisiana produced
19,213,368 pounds of fish in the Mississippi River and its
tributaries, a far greater amount than in other inland
waters, with only Arkansas and Illinois producing near this
figure

(15,732,507 and 14,262,630 pounds, respectively).

Recognizing the significance of freshwater fish production
in Louisiana, as compared to other states, and the concen
tration of Louisiana fishing in the Basin, one realizes the
importance of this one region.
Unfortunately there are few statistics on fishing
which refer only to the Atchafalaya Basin.

There are good

and comparable reports for only 1894 (Smith, 1898), 1922
(Sette, 1925), and 1931 (Fiedler, 1933).

In 1894 there were

756 general fishermen listed as being in the Basin (Smith,
1898:538).

By 1922 the number of fishermen had risen to 920

(Sette, 1925:241).

In 1931 (Fiedler, 1933:416) there were

1,073 "regular" fishermen (fishermen who received over fifty
percent of their income from the gathering of wildlife such
as fish, frogs, and crabs), and also 1,947 "casual" fisher
men (men who received less than fifty percent of their
income from the gathering of wildlife but probably followed
other swamp activities such as moss gathering and swamping).
In 1967 there were 357 regular fishermen in the Basin and
823 casual fishermen (Plaisance, June 26, 1969).
Statistics given by Louisiana for fishing are for the
state as a whole from 1915 to 1966 and have not been broken
down to specific areas or waters fished.

Because of the

dominance of the Atchafalaya Basin in freshwater fishing in
Louisiana, statistics for the entire state are presented for
they show overall trends related to catches in the Basin
(Figure 10).
Fish Species Caught
The early fishing industry in the Atchafalaya Basin
was based exclusively on catfish, hardy fish which had a
ready market.

Evermann in 1899 (Evermann, 1899:292) stated

that ninety-eight percent of fish caught for commercial use

WEIGHT OF

FISH CAUGHT IN
1913 - 1 9 6 6 *

LOUISIANA,

—

16

••

10

"D
O
C
z
o

FIGURE

O
z
IO --

(A

r'-' \

1920
C A T F IS H
B U F F A L O F IS H

•••••••••
-----------

GASPERGOU

-----------

G A R F IS H

1925

1930

1935

1940

1945

1950

1955

I9 6 0

1965

YEARS
Figures from the Department of Conservation, Blennlol R e p o r ts , and
the Department of Wild Life and Fisheries, Biennial Reports.
Figures
were

given for alternate years from 1913 to

1925.

01

<©

70
were blue catfish and yellow catfish.

Few yellow catfish

were caught in the upper part of the Basin, and most of the
blue catfish were caught during spring floods (Evermann,
1899:293, 297).

These fish were sold mainly in western

states such as Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Missouri, Colorado,
and New Mexico (Evermann, 1899:299).
During summer months few catfish were sold (Figure
11) because fish did not survive well in warm water and
weather when confined in live-boxes or tow-cars and because
sharks entered the Basin then and ripped many catfish from
trotlines.

Some fishermen regularly lost almost all their

catch in this manner (Carline, Sept. 6, 1968; and Tulian,
1914:81) and consequently entered into voluntary agreements
not to catch catfish in summer months.

’’Such an agreement,

however, would seldom be kept by all, and after being
broken by one or two, others would follow, each arguing
that he might as well get his share as long as the fish
lasted” (Tulian, 1914:83).

Louisiana then placed a closed

season on catfish from May 15 to July— 16.
Presently the major catfish caught is the eel catfish
(Ictalurus punctatus) which is very small compared to the
blue and yellow catfish.

Some fishermen catch fish illegally

by running an electrical current through the water.

All

varieties of catfish are stunned and come to the surface,
thus making it easy for fishermen to gather the larger fish
and leave the smaller eel catfish.
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Buffalofish (particularly Ictiobus cyprinellus, but
also Ictiobus niger and Ictiobus bubalus) became important
commercially after the turn of the century.

By 1912, at

least for the state as a whole, buffalofish production was
high (Figure 10), and for a few years in the 1920’s exceeded
catfish production.

Buffalofish were plentiful, and tech

niques for taking them were well known.

Because of high

mortality rates in tow-cars, however, exploitation of this
fish had to await the coming of ice.
Taking of buffalofish also caused a change in fishing
techniques, for hoop nets and seines came into use.

Most

buffalofish caught on a hook-and-line were merely snagged
/>

accidentally.

In March and April, during spring floods,

buffalofish go into the woods to spawn and during their
short stay in the spawning beds could be caught in vast
quantities.

This mode of fishing proved such a threat to

future supply that it led to a closed season on buffalofish,
while, to increase buffalofish production, hatcheries were
established— one of them at Atchafalaya.

When a spawning

ground of buffalofish was found, a fisherman was allowed to
catch and sell them after eggs had been removed by hatchery
personnel.

The hatcheries, along with "fish rescue" opera

tions and closed seasons, were experiments which lasted only
into the 1930’s because they were found ineffective in in
creasing fish population.
The market for buffalofish was different from that
of catfish in that it consisted of states nearer Louisiana,
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from Texas through Oklahoma and Kentucky (Casteix, 1932:12).
However, in the early years about fifty percent of the
buffalofish went to the Jewish trade in New York City (Loeb,
Dec. 7, 1968; and Bernard, Sept. 17, 1968); by 1932 that
rate had dropped to twenty-five percent (Casteix, 1932:12),
and it is of little consequence today.

East European Jewish

dietetic customs required that fish bought for food be
unscarred with only the viscera removed, so they were shipped
as required.
Compared to catfish, buffalofish do not ship as easily,
and are bonier and less delectable, thus commanding a lower
price.

The price for catfish to the fisherman in 1899 was

two and one-third cents per pound, though sold by volume
(Evermann, 1899:298).

By 1913 the price had risen to four

cents a pound, and buffalofish two cents per pound (Tulian,
1914:79).

Since that time the price for fish has fluctuated

yearly in Louisiana (see Figure 12) .
Other fish have been of economic significance in the
Basin.

Gaspergou (Aplodinotus grunniens) has been important

(see Figure 10) and is taken on both hook-and-line in deeper
rivers and in hoop nets.

Its exploitation parallels that

of buffalofish and the price has generally been the same.
Paddlefish or spoonbill catfish (Polydon spathula) became
important in the decade prior to the 1900’s (Townsend, 1902:
663), for both its roe, made into caviar, and its meat, much
of which was shipped as ’’catfish.”

This industry did not

last long, for by 1914 paddlefish were ”in immediate danger
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of being practically exterminated” (Tulian, 1914:106-07).
Paddlefish are still reasonably abundant but since World
War I have not been important commercially.

They have never

been numerous in the southern end of the Basin but always
common in the north.

Joseph Loeb, a Morgan City fish dealer

from 1913 to 1924, remembered seeing only four or five
paddlefish during this entire time, while Tom Bernard, an
early fish dealer at Atchafalaya, handled considerable quan
tities of this species (Loeb, Dec. 7, 1968; and Bernard,
Sept. 17, 1968).

Another fish of growing significance today

is garfish (family Lepisosteidae) , a few of which are taken
by net.

Their abundance and low regard is reflected by a

low price, at present only eight cents a pound.
Unionization
Commercial fishing in the Atchafalaya Basin has never
provided a really good standard of living for fishermen
since prices paid for fish have been low relative to the
cost of living.

Fishermen have commonly felt that they are

not being paid a just price.

The first overt indication

that they were dissatisfied with the price paid them was in
1908, when they considered striking.

The situation was

discussed by the Morgan City Review:
About 100 fishermen from Melville, Happy Town, Lake
Rond and Bayou Chene have agreed to strike unless the
price of fish is maintained at five cents per pound,
the fish dealers having cut the price to three cents
per pound.
The sale of catfish in these lakes and
rivers is an industry of considerable importance.
About twenty five tons of fish are handled weekly,
bringing in a revenue of about $2,000, which is
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distributed at Plaquemine, Morgan City and St.
Martinville.
(Morgan City Review, May 2, 1908)
The strike probably would not have worked, for one fisher
man would surely have broken the agreement and soon all
would have followed.
In an effort to secure a better price there was an
attempt at unionization.

The Seafoods Workers Association

was formed in August, 1935, but it soon collapsed.

However,

in June,1936, the Gulf Coast Seafoods Producers and Trappers
Association was incorporated with nine members, and by
1942 this membership had grown to 1,200 (Morgan City Review,
July 10, 1942).

The reason the union worked as well as it

did was that it was organized by Mr. Harvey Lewis, who was
familiar with the operation of a union.

He had been in an

Iowa union while working in the pearl-button industry before
coming to Louisiana seeking shells.

In time Mr. Lewis

became a commercial fisherman and was the driving force
behind the union movement (Lewis, Aug. 26, 1968).

He was

the first president of the union and continued in that post
for twelve years.
For a time Gulf Coast Seafoods Producers and Trappers
Association had as members almost all fishermen in the
Basin, both French- and.English-speakers.

However, in

regard to inland fishing the union was not very successful,
even though its proponents claim that it raised prices and
stabilized them.

It seems more likely that the rise in

price of fish was a result of World War II and not of union
activities (see Figure 12).

Ordinary fishermen assert that
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the union had no control over them, and this appears to be
the case.

The union did speak for fishermen, but individual

fishermen were too independent to support it.

In regard to

shrimping in the Gulf of Mexico, the union was a success,
and this occupation is still unionized.

However, in the

Basin it was no longer effective by the late 1940’s and had
ceased to exist by 1950 (Lewis, Aug. 26, 1968).

Since that

time there has been no union activity among fishermen in
the Basin, and most of them are relatively satisfied with
prices received.
Sport Fishing
Not only commercial fishermen but also sport fisher
men make wide use of the Atchafalaya Basin.

During a nine-

day period in May 1963, 17,723 man-days of sport fishing
took place in the Basin (Lambou, 1963:258).

There has

always been animosity between sport and commercial fisher
men, but they are actually complementary in their aims.
Commercial fishermen may be considered an aid to sportsmen
in that they remove fish that compete with or prey on game
fish (see, for example, Lambou, 1959:18; and Jackson, 1940:
37) .
Presence of sport fishermen, however, has affected
commercial fishing in significant ways.

Some unscrupulous

sportsmen happening upon a commercial fisherman’s net raise
the net to steal fish.

Impatient and not knowing how to

remove the fish they simply cut the net.

The net will then
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be thrown back or the sportsman will throw it where it cannot
be found.

Many nets may thus be lost, with the commercial

fishermen bearing the added expense.

Some areas highly fre

quented for sport fishing have been abandoned by commercial
fishermen.

In other areas commercial fishermen have ceased

to mark their net locations with blazes, and instead fish
7
blind,
because some sportsmen, seeing a blaze, search under
water for the net.

Commercial fishermen are also hurt by

pleasure boaters and sportsmen who through ignorance run
outboard motors over fishing gear set near the surface
although it is marked and easily avoided by knowledgeable
fishermen.
Another adverse effect of sportsmen comes through
their ability to have laws enacted legally restricting com
mercial fishing.

Because many sportsmen are influential

and wealthy and are organized into clubs, they are able to
have laws passed affecting commercial fishermen, who are
neither organized nor politically active.

As an example,

until recently the use of all nets was illegal in Lakes
Verret and Palourde (Figure 8).

This worked to the detri

ment of both groups because the commercial fish species,
not being exploited, increased in numbers at the expense of
sport fish.
Boat Types
Many different types of boats have been used in the
Atchafalaya Basin.

Every fisherman will have two, three,
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or even more different types and each type will have certain
attributes which allow it to be used for particular chores.
All boats are made locally, usually by a builder
living in the same community as the fisherman, though some
fishermen build their own b o a t s .
is a major problem.

Obtaining lumber for boats

Cypress is desired because, if kept

moist, it lasts indefinitely.

However, since cypress is

expensive, marine plywood is more and more commonly used as
a substitute.

On the western side of the Spillway, cypress,

marine plywood, and sometimes imported mahogany are pur
chased for boat construction;

though on the eastern side,

particularly around Pierre Part and Belle River, cypress
lumber for boat construction is commonly acquired from
sunken logs abandoned over fifty years ago by the logging
industry.
During logging operations many logs sank and were
abandoned; since they are usually perfectly preserved, each
produces about $160 worth of lumber.

When a swamp dweller

finds these logs, he transports them with much difficulty
to the Spillway edge where two small sawmills are located.
There the logs are cut into boards for a toll of half the
resulting yield.
construction.

All such lumber is used locally in boat

There are few of these old sunken logs left

because they have been regularly gathered since lumbering
operations and they were once the basis of a considerable
industry in the Pierre Part region (Jacobi, 1937:34).

Unlike many sportsmen, commercial fishermen do not
Q

use light unstable aluminum boats,

but rather employ large,

heavy, stable wooden boats while working on lakes or bayous.
These boats are so large and heavy that commercially built
boat trailers are not sturdy enough to support them.

As a

result, boat trailers that are used are locally built of
steel pipe and automobile axles and tires.

Small light

boats are commonly used while working in the woods during
high water, and it is common for the swamp dweller to leave
a small boat in the swamp where he is working and commute
daily to that point in a larger, speedier boat.
The pirogue is the oldest and a still-important boat
type used in the Atchafalaya Basin.

Because of its maneu

verability, it is widely used for fishing, hunting, and
working in the woods, where it is always paddled.
Indians, first people to use pirogues, made them by
burning out the central part of logs (du Pratz, 1758, Vol.
2:188-89).

White men used pirogues widely when they arrived

in Louisiana and quickly substituted the axe and adz for
burning in construction of the craft.

In 1910 the dugout

pirogue began to be replaced by one constructed of planks
(Knipmeyer, 1956:147-62), and at present the writer could
find only one serviceable dugout pirogue in the Basin (Plate
14).

Swamp dwellers lament the passing of the dugout,

particularly for hunting, because it made so little noise
when bumping against stumps.

Since Spillway construction

and subsequent emigration from the area, dugout pirogues are
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Plate 14. The only remaining serviceable dugout pirogue
which the writer could locate in the Basin

82
not used because they are too heavy to carry out of the
Spillway and too likely to be stolen if left untended there.
Pirogues now used are made primarily of marine plywood
(Plate 15).
Another boat once commonly used in the Atchafalaya
Basin is the skiff or esquif, which is a wide boat with a
pointed bow, blunt stern, flat bottom, and very good lines.
Associated with this boat is the joug, an outrigger allowing
greater leverage while rowing in a standing position and
facing forward (Plate 16).

The skiff and joug were intro

ductions from Mediterranean Europe (Knipmeyer, 1956:169).
Boat and joug were used in transporting goods in bayous
and in fishing in lakes or rivers but were very rarely used
in the woods because of difficulties in confined places.
With the coming of internal combustion engines, another boat
type displaced the skiff, and only a few examples of the
older craft are found today.
The motor-powered boat that replaced the skiff in
the Basin was the bateau, also commonly called "gas-boat,"
"joe-boat," and "john-boat."

It is a very long, heavy,

flat-bottomed boat, with a blunt bow and stern, steered with
a rudder and propelled by a single cylinder inboard motor
(Plate 17).

It is not known when the first bateaus were

used in the Basin, but a "gasboat" was advertised for sale
in the Morgan City Review in 1907 (Oct. 26, 1907), and a
boat whose description fits that of bateaus was advertised
for sale in 1908 (Morgan City Review, July 4, 1908).

By

Plate 15. A modern pirogue used in the
Atchafalaya Basin.
Compare this with
the pirogue on Plate 14.

Plate 16a. A skiff at Pierre Part; note
arrangement of the joug.

Plate 16b.

Propelling a skiff
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Plate 17a. A bateau at Charenton; it has high sides
because it is used on Grand Lake where waves
are sometimes high

Plate 17b.

A typical bateau
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1922 there were 672 gasoline-powered boats in the Basin
(Sette, 1925:241), and probably the vast majority of these
were bateaus.

The bateau was used primarily in river and

lake fishing.
Decline in popularity of bateaus corresponded with
the rise in popularity of outboard motors in the 1950’s.
The internal combustion engine used in the bateau was usu
ally two, four, or eight horsepower, with large pistons and
a slow but powerful engine.

On the other hand, outboard

motors operate at a very rapid rate and, to operate effi
ciently, must propel boats at a speed fast enough to force
them to plane, or ride on top of the w a t e r .

The bateau was

too heavy and too narrow to plane efficiently so another
type replaced it as the major workboat.

Decline of the

bateau was swift; whereas forty-one to sixty percent of all
boats in the Basin were bateaus in 1956 (Knipmeyer, 1956:
Plate 128), very few are left in 1969.
The major advantage of the outboard motor over the
older engine type is speed, changing an all-day trip to
one of a few hours, with an accompanying saving of gasoline.
The boat that replaced the bateau is known as a
flatboat or simply a ’’flat.”

However, in the Basin this

new boat is sometimes called a bateau, particularly by
French-speakers.

The flatboat is the boat most commonly

used on the Mississippi River (Knipmeyer, 1956:173), and it
was introduced from that region.

All fishermen have at

least one flatboat, and it is not unusual for a fisherman
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to have two or three of these boats.

They vary in size but

are flat bottomed, have a blunt stern and bow (the latter
having a slight flare), and are always propelled by an out
board motor (Plate 18).

Flatboats found in the Basin are

usually of far better construction than those on the
Mississippi River.
Introduction to Line Fishing
Fishing by hook-and-line has always been important
in the Atchafalaya Basin, and it is particularly important
in the taking of catfish though some gaspergou are also
caught by this method.

All of the great catches of catfish

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were
with hook-and-line, and this method of fishing did not
decline in relative importance until the beginning of the
exploitation of buffalofish.

Since hook-and-line fishing

requires a minimum of capital, it has been the primary
method of fishing for the poorer independent fisherman.

An

estimate of the extent of hook-and-line fishing was made in
1894 at about the height of the early catfish industry,
when there were 1,145,500 feet of line and 365,000 hooks
used in the Basin (Smith, 1898:539).

Fishing by hook-and-

line is still significant, and in 1967 there were 1,356
trotlines and 361,725 hooks in use (Plaisance, June 26, 1969).
There have been improvements and changes in lines
used in fishing.

Most of the twine until the early 1950’s

was cotton, though some was linen.

A cotton line lasted
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Plate 18a. A typical flatboat found on the
Atchafalaya River in the northern portion
of the study area

Plate 18b.

Flatboat used by a moss gatherer
at Belle River
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under water for three weeks at most and in summer only four
or five days.

To help preserve twine, most of it was tarred

by dropping it into a vat of boiling tar, leaving it for a
moment, and then removing it to cool and dry, after which
it lasted through several months.
came into use.

In the late 1 9 5 0 ’s nylon

Twine is always sold by weight, not length;

and by weight nylon is more expensive than cotton but much
stronger.

Therefore, a smaller diameter nylon twine will

do the same job as a larger cotton line, and by weight much
less will be used.

Overall cost would therefore be about

the same, the only difference being that nylon lasts indef
initely except when exposed to the sun and does not need
tarring.

Because of these advantages nylon is used almost

exclusively.
Hooks used in fishing have also undergone changes.
In the early days hooks lasted up to two years because,
according to informants, they were of better quality than
those used today and because more care was given them.

The

price of a hook may seem insignificant, but to a poor fisher
man sixty or seventy years ago the five or six hundred used
in a year were a considerable expense.

Presently hooks last

at most one month; nylon lines long outlast them.

One reason

for the short life of hooks is the rough handling they get
when the many unwanted fish are beaten against the side of
the boat until the hook straightens and they are released.
Bait is a critical item in hook-and-line fishing, and
its availability determines how many hooks a fisherman will
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use, how often he will check his line, and how big his catch
will be.
Bait falls into two general categories:
and "live-bait."

"cut-bait"

Cut-bait is made by cutting larger fish

into pieces, as was done with buffalofish during the height
of the catfish industry.

Eels also have been considered an

excellent cut-bait, and perch were used as both live-bait
and cut-bait though their use is now illegal.
The chief live-bait is gizzard shad (Dorosoma
cepedianum) and threadfin shad (Dorosoma petenense) .

Often

the heads of large threadfin shad are used as cut-bait.
Shad are caught in a variety of places, in lakes and
Q

bayous, and near convex banks
River.

in bends of the Atchafalaya

Before the use of outboard motors, fishermen used

cast nets to catch shad.

Now they get them mostly at night

by slowly dipping a net (Plate 19) as the boat barely moves,
or by dragging it in the water as the boat speeds.

On a

moonlit night shad can be seen on lakes from a distance, as
schools jump on the surface and the area seems to sparkle.
In the absence of moonlight an artificial light is used,
and along convex points in rivers the latter is used most
of the time.

In smaller bayous shad are usually gathered

with a dip net from a slowly moving b o a t .
Shad can be taken at any season except spring.

The

best way to use shad is not always evident but is usually
as live-bait.

However, if fish are not biting, fishermen

Plate 19. A fisherman holding a dip net used in
gathering bait; the twine he is holding in his
right hand is tied to a rope attached to the
front of the boat, making it easy for the
fisherman to hold the net in the water
when the boat is speeding
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do not hesitate to try dead shad and cut shad.
During early days of commercial fishing, vast quan
tities of catfish were taken during spring months (Figure
11) with other types of bait.

Small, immature crawfish were

an important live-bait, usually taken by dragging a dip net
along the bottom of a swamp a foot or two deep, or along
the edge of a lake or bayou having a muddy bottom.
River shrimp (genus Palaemonetes) are more important
than crawfish as bait at present.

Informants state that

shrimp are used when the river is ’’muddy" (resulting from
either high water or a large quantity of Red River water
entering the Basin) , for at that time shad is not effective
bait.

Shrimp are particularly abundant along the main chan

nels of the river.

In the Basin, river shrimp were seldom

used as human food, and there was never any commercial move
ment of river shrimp from this area.
Methods of catching river shrimp have varied greatly
with time.

Du Pra.tz in 1758 (du Pratz, 1758, Vol. 2:157)

mentioned that they were caught in the Mississippi River in
nets brought from F r a n c e .

This technique is never used in

the Basin but remains popular with fishermen along the
Mississippi River to the north of Louisiana.

Prior to 1758

another method of taking river shrimp had been devised and
was described by Dumont in 1753 (Dumont, 1753, Vol. 1:102)
and by Pittman in 1770 (Pittman, 1906:34).

Pittman stated:

A dish of shrimps is as easily procured [as crawfish]
by hanging a small canvas bag with a bit of meat in it,
to the bank of the r i v e r , and letting it drop a little

below the surface of the water; in a few hours a
sufficient quantity will have got into the bag.
This early method of taking river shrimp was popular in the
Atchafalaya Basin, except that, instead of a canvas bag,
half of a burlap sack was used; and corn, as well as meat,
was used as bait.

This method is still occasionally used

near Morgan City.
An easy method of taking shrimp is to drag a dip net
along the bottom near a hard, clay bank, and this method is
still practiced.

Some throw a little corn into the water

before dragging.
When the wat

ery early method

of taking shrimp in
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the branches of the
clinging to the leaves.

Beginning about 1910 (Burns, Nov.

10, 1968; and Carline, Nov. 9, 1968) rather than cutting
down the entire tree, branches were cut and tied together to
form a ’’dip."

The dips were placed just below the water

surface, and then dip nets were used to raise them (Plate 20).
In t i m e, wax myrtle bushes (Myrica cerifera) were substituted
for willow.

When left underwater, dips made of wax will last

four to five months, while those of willow last only about
two months.

Dips are often baited by placing cottonseed meal

among the branches.

It is common to see the banks of the
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below the surface of the water; in a few hours a
sufficient quantity will have got into the bag.
This early method of taking river shrimp was popular in the
Atchafalaya Basin, except that, instead of a canvas bag,
half of a burlap sack was used; and corn, as well as meat,
was used as bait.

This method is still occasionally used

near Morgan City.
An easy method of taking shrimp is to drag a dip net
along the bottom near a hard, clay bank, and this method is
still practiced.

Some throw a little corn into the water

before dragging.
When the water was muddy, another very early method
of taking shrimp involved cutting down a willow tree (Salix
interior) so that, still attached to the stump, it would
remain in position after falling into the water.

Whenever

fishermen needed bait, they dipped large dip nets beneath
the branches of the fallen willow to catch river shrimp
clinging to the leaves.

Beginning about 1910 (Burns, Nov.

10, 1968; and Carline, Nov. 9, 1968) rather than cutting
down the entire tree, branches were cut and tied together to
form a "dip."

The dips were placed just below the water

surface, and then dip nets were used to raise them (Plate 20).
In time, wax myrtle bushes (Myrica cerifera) were substituted
for willow.

When left underwater, dips made of wax will last

four to five months, while those of willow last only about
r

two months.

Dips are often baited by placing cottonseed meal

among the branches.

It is common to see the banks of the
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Plate 20a.

A series of dips lining the bank
of the Atchafalaya River

Plate 20b.

A fisherman lifting a dip with
a dip net
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Atchafalaya River lined with dips.

When the water is clear

(at low water), dipping for river shrimp is at night; when
the water is muddy, a fisherman usually dips during the day,
just before tending his lines.
Still another method of catching river shrimp is by
means of a trap, first seen in the Basin by a reliable
informant in the 1890's, and consisting of a large barrel
with flues built into it (Carline, Nov. 9, 1968).

The first

recording of a trap on the Mississippi River was in 1902
(Townsend, 1902:697); there were only twelve in the Atchafa
laya Basin in 1931 (Fiedler, 1933:417).
more numerous than these accounts imply.

Shrimp traps were
With time, a com

plex wooden trap ("shrimp box") evolved, certainly by the
early 1900's (Plate 21), but few are now used.

A small slat

box, a few inches wide, is baited and put under water with
just the top above the surface.
lift the trap and capture shrimp.

A dip net is then used to
After development of the

commercial crawfish trap, swamp dwellers in the late 1950’s
began making shrimp traps modeled on the crawfish trap,
using small-mesh galvanized wire.

Traps are always baited

with either cottonseed meal or limburger cheese when set for
river shrimp.

In muddy water the trap is placed near the

surface; in clear water it is set on the bottom.
Trotlines
There is evidence that the Chitimacha Indians living
in the Atchafalaya swamp fished only with hook-and-line

Plate 21a. A typical shrimp box now commonly
found along the Mississippi River

Plate 21b. Another type of shrimp box; note the
flues constructed of wire; the center wire
cage contains the bait
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(Gatschet, 1883:152).

This is quite unusual, since fishing

in this fashion had been abandoned by most Indians in the
Southeast (Rostlund, 1952:124-25), indicating that Indians
in the Basin were isolated and had not shared in newer tech
niques found in nearby areas.10

Indians probably contribu

ted nothing to the fishing technology of the early European
migrants into the Basin.

Both Indians and whites knew of

hooks, lines, and the use of trotlines.
Trotlines are stout lines used in fishing, which at
close intervals have hooks hung by thinner short lines
known as ’’stagings.”

11

Louisiana law limits stagings to no

closer than twenty-four inches, but they are usually spaced
at about thirty-six inch intervals.

There are many special

ized names for trotlines, depending on their use.

On the

staging between the hook and the primary line there is
usually a swivel, which at one time was made of two nails
but today is always purchased.

Its purpose is to prevent

fish from twisting the line and eventually escaping.

When

trotlines are used without swivels, they must be checked
frequently, at least two or three times a day, or fish will
be lost.
The earliest French-speaking settlers in the Atchafa
laya Basin fished with trotlines and brought into the area
a French word for the trotline, palanque.

However, this

word today is generally not known by the younger generation
since English is the main language used in fishing.
are many English terms to describe different types of

There
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trotlines but the only French word is palanque.

There

is also a French word for staging, ensharp, but it is known
only to older French-speakers.
The commercial fish most commonly caught on trotlines
is catfish, followed by gaspergou.

Most of the fishing in

rivers and bayous is done near the bottom, while most fish
ing in the woods during spring floods and most lake fishing
by hook-and-line

is

carried out within six to twenty-four

inches of the surface.
The various English names for trotlines identify the
special manner of fishing, such as anchor line, tight line,
and so forth.

The terms are widely used and anyone, English

or French-speaking, will understand them and know how that
trotline is used.

There are two broad categories into which

trotlines can be placed:

those used in the woods and those

set in rivers and bayous.
The earliest method of fishing in woods was not with
trotlines but rather with short lines ("bush lines") tied
to branches of trees and shrubs, with but one hook.

13

Bush

lines were often made by cutting into short lines the long
trotlines that had been set in rivers during the low-water
period of fall and wi n t e r .

Woods lines were usually set in

"float roads" (Evermann, 1899:292) cut during low water by
lumber crews in order to float timber out on the subsequent
rise.

Lines were usually hung on the side of the float road

from which the current was entering.

The current thus kept

the hooks in the road, preventing their fouling with bushes
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and trees.

This type of fishing is still practiced, though

much less frequently than in the past.
The earliest type of trotline used in the swamp, a
’’string line,” was strung taut between two trees.

To pro

tect the cotton twine, the line was placed from three to
five feet above high water and long stagings were attached.
The fisherman knew that the line was out of the reach of
high water and waves so that it would not quickly rot.
With nylon, there was no need to keep the primary
line dry.

The main line, set about six inches above water

level, is called a ’’tight line.”

The stagings are relatively

short and are almost always formed by periodically gathering
and tying the primary line to form a loop about eighteen
inches long.

Thirty-six inches of twine are thus used to

make an eighteen-inch staging, but it is a quick and easy
method.

The hook is looped onto the doubled staging by

passing the latter through the eye of the hook facing the
barb, and then around the shank.

It is an easy and fast

operation.
Trotlines are still an important method of fishing
in the woods.

When the season is over, fishermen no longer
14
remove their tackle but merely abandon it.
The nylon
takes years to deteriorate, so in areas of the Spillway that
are fished regularly with tightlines, one cannot walk far
during low water without encountering lines, an experience
that can be dangerous (Plate 22) .
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Plate 22.
which a
Care
when

A tight line abandoned
hawk was snared by one
must be taken to avoid
riding through swamps

in the swamps, on
of the hooks.
these lines
in a boat
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Trotlines used in bayous are of a much greater
variety and these have more terms to describe them.

They

can be employed in such a variety of ways that only the
more important will be discussed.

The most commonly men

tioned trotline in the Basin is the "cross line," which is
a trotline extended completely across a bayou or river, with
attached weights to keep it on or near the bottom.

Scrap

iron and bricks from abandoned sugar mills are still com
monly used as weights.
Another commonly mentioned trotline is the "anchor
line," usually found in the wider rivers.

The line stretches

from one bank to about the middle of the river, where a
large weight anchors it.

A small sack filled with sand was

the first popular anchor in the Basin.

Now large concrete

blocks, scrap iron, and the like, are more often used when
available.

Usually about 100 hooks are placed on this

variety of trotline.
There are numerous other types of trotlines of lesser
importance, one of which is a "jump line," similar to an
anchor line except that it is very short, having only three
to twelve hooks.

Also often used is an "up and down line,"

which is set parallel to the current in the middle of the
river.

A large anchor is used upstream with smaller ones

along the line, and a buoy or float on the downstream end
to mark the line.

Types of other trotlines are "float

lines" and "buoy lines."

The float line is set near the

surface where there is little current, and the buoy line
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rests on the bottom (Plate 23).
In summer, fishing in lakes is done in two general
ways.

Along the edges tight lines are stretched between

trees, while in the center lines are usually placed between
poles pushed into the bottom.

The trotline is tied above

the waterline, but is held taut about eighteen inches under
water by weights; stagings are short.

There is no special

ized term for this type of trotline, though it is sometimes
called a tight line.

Water near the bottom of lakes in

summer is often ’’bad,” and though

fish may be caught on the

bottom, they will die on the hook

unless they can reach the

uppermost layer of water where there is oxygen.
An unusual type of trotline is the ’’snag line,”
usually employed in winter, set near the bottom of a lake
having shallow, quiet water.

The stagings are placed from

four to six inches apart (Plate 24), and the hooks are not
baited so that any large fish swimming near the line may
snag itself on one of the hooks.
fish will cause other stagings to
is then snagged by several hooks.

Violent action by the
wrap around its body; it
Informants say that the

snag line was introduced in the early 1 9 3 0 ’s, but opinions
regarding the identity of the individual introducing it vary
from area to area.

15

Hoop Nets
Hoop nets are very common in the Atchafalaya Basin.
They are commonly called fyke nets in many sections of the
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Plate 23a. A float line; this is one way of using this
tackle, in which the fisherman sets his hooks
exactly at the depth he desires
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Plate 23b. A buoy line is set at the bottom of the river.
Two anchors hold the line at midstream, and a buoy is
attached to the downstream end of the twine.
The
buoy is used in raising the line to check
the hooks.
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Plate 24.

One method of setting a snag line near
the bottom of a lake

United States, but in the Great Lakes region and on the
Mississippi River system only the term hoop net is used
(Smith, 1894:300).

The net was undoubtedly introduced into

the Basin from the north for in 1894 hoop nets were present
in the Basin but not along the coast of the Gulf States
(Smith, 1894:311), and, as mentioned, the same term is used
on the Mississippi River.

In France and in French Canada

the common term used for hoop net is verveux, but in the
Basin French-speakers refer to it as hoop net.

The term

carrelet is sometimes used for hoop net, but it is a generic
term for any and all nets and in proper French means dip
net.

A hoop net is a long, cylindrical trap with one or

more funnel-shaped openings known as "throats” or "flues,"
through the large end of which fish enter the net (Plate
25).

Once in the net, they are unable to escape through

the small opening of the flue.

Hoop nets are usually set

in waters having a current, with the open ends or mouths
facing downstream.

Since fish usually orient themselves

with their heads upstream, they enter the net as they move
against the current.

The tail of the net is anchored, and

the net is usually kept outstretched by the current.
All hoop nets are locally made.

All fishermen know

how to "knit" nets, and on the wall of most homes there is
a nail where nets may be hung while being made (Plate 26).
However, women usually make most of the nets, though some
fishermen prefer to make their own.

The knot used is the

ancient, universal one, going back at least to the Neolithic

Plate 25.
Illustration of a hoop net.
Note the two flues
within the net, leading fish from the mouth (left)
to the tail of the net (right). It is common
for the last three hoops to be made of
iron rather than wood as shown here.

Plate 26. A woman at Butte la Rose making
hoop net. Note the hook on the wall
from which the net is suspended
and the shuttle in her hand
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in Europe.

In making these nets, the universally used

shuttle is employed.

Hoops used in making the nets are of

white ash, and while formerly they were locally made, they
are now brought from Arkansas ready fashioned.

The last

two or three hoops in the tail of the net are often made
of iron.

Fiberglass hoops were tried but found impractical

since they cut the nylon twine.
At one time all hoop nets were made of cotton and
for protection were treated with coal tar at least once
every two weeks in winter and every fifth or sixth day in
summer.

With careful treatment cotton hoop nets last, at

most, three years.

Though today they are made of nylon

and will not rot, they are still tarred (Plate 27).

Some

informants believe the tar attracts river shrimp which, in
turn, attract fish.

Tarring nets helps to keep them clean,

prevents the growth of algae, and helps to protect the net
from the deleterious effect of exposure to the sun.

Tarring

also darkens the net, a necessary coloration if catfish are
to be taken.

The risk in tarring nets is that, if the tar

gets too hot, the nylon will burn and be ruined.

Dipping

of nets into vats of molten tar is not as widespread now
as formerly.

Many fishermen, particularly those with

limited tackle, no longer bother with tar but use copper
napthenate or another commercially available product known
as Texaco Netcoat.

These substitutes are not considered

as good as tar but are easier and safer to handle since no
heating is needed before application.

Plate 27a. Lifting a hoop net from the tar pot.
Note that this net has three flues.

Plate 27b. A hoop net being lifted from a tar pot
the stick is being used to beat loose tar
from the net
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Hoop nets have been used in the Basin since the
earliest days of commercial fishing.
415 hoop nets (Smith, 1898:539).

Smith in 1894 recorded

Even before commercial

exploitation of the species, hoop nets were used to catch
buffalofish for cut-bait; most fishermen had one for that
16
purpose.
Older informants even referred to the hoop net
as a ’’bait net,” though the more common term used by them
was ’’buffalo net.”^
After exploitation of buffalofish began, hoop nets
became popular.

In 1922, during the boom in the buffalofish

industry in the Basin, 8,150 hoop nets were recorded (Sette,
1925:197).

Informants state that they were popular at that

time because they were not as expensive as other tackle used
in taking buffalofish.

However, by 1931, perhaps because of

the Depression, the total number of hoop nets used in the
Basin had fallen to 2,050 (Fiedler, 1933:416).

In 1967 there

were 23,570 hoop nets in the Basin (Plaisance, June 26, 1969).
Hoop nets in use in the Basin today may be divided
on the basis of size into two broad categories, large and
small.

The two hoop-net types are used in different fash

ions and catch different types of fish.
The oldest hoop-net type in the Basin is the large
one having a diameter of about five feet.
are set in three basic ways:
their edges, and in the woods.

Large hoop nets

at the bottom of rivers, along
When used in rivers they

catch buffalofish primarily, though sometimes catfish and
gaspergou as well.

It was by fishing in the larger rivers

Ill
that buffalofish were acquired for cut-bait during the catfishing era.

When the water is low in the rivers, the fish

are near the bottom, so nets are set very deep, usually in
about sixty feet of water in the main channel.

18

To hold

nets in place, locally made anchors are used (Plate 28),
and often two or three hoop nets are placed in succession,
tied one to another.

Floats are attached by rope to the

mouths of the nets so that the fishermen may find them and
pull them up.

Floats most commonly used today are empty

plastic bottles, such as detergent and bleach containers.
When the water rises, fishing takes place near the banks of
the rivers on "sites” which have been cleared for that pur
pose .

Ownership of such a site is respected by other

fishermen as being the fishing ground of the clearer.
Anchors are used to hold the tail of the n e t .
When waters continue to rise and the woods are
flooded, some fishermen begin using their large hoop nets
in a different fashion, setting "leads” in roads.

1Q

A lead

is a heavy-line mesh net whose function is to direct fish
into hoop nets.

The lead is as high as the diameter of the

hoop nets with which it is used.

It has floats on the upper

main line and weights on the lower line.

Leads are of

various lengths; the longest noted was about thirty-five
feet.

Leads are attached to the nearest hoops of the two

hoop nets, between which it is stretched taut (Plates 29
and 30).

Plate 28.

A locally made anchor used in anchoring
hoop nets m deep water

Plate 29a.

Plate 29b.

A hoop net and lead set in
the woods

Two hoop nets and a lead tied for use
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Plate 30a.

A lead net set in a road in the woods
in late winter

Plate 30b. A fisherman with hoop nets and a lead
in the woods in spring.
He is tying
the drawstring after emptying the
net of its catch.

115
Old roads of the logging era were once utilized, but
since they are usually no longer discernible, fishermen
who engage in lead fishing must clear roads during low
water.

When roads are cut, fishermen are careful that the

road is made perpendicular to the current that will be mov
ing through the swamp during high w a t e r .
Hoop nets used as described catch a wide variety of
fish entering the swamp to breed; the fish hit the lead and
in an attempt to go around it enter the hoop net.

This rig

works best when water is either rising or falling, for this
is the time when fish are moving.
Smaller hoop nets usually have a diameter of two and
one-half to three feet.

They are sometimes referred to as

"catfish nets," for they catch mostly eel catfish.

Only

catfish readily enter small, dark, and small-mesh nets,
usually to hide and breed.

It is necessary then to darken

the twine or no catfish will enter the net.

The small hoop

nets are usually set in the smaller bayous and various lakes.
To anchor them, a large weight or makeshift anchor is some
times used.

However, since they are usually used in shallow

waters, a much more common method of anchoring them is with
a "jugger" pole.

20

The jugger pole was introduced into the

Basin about 1910 from the Mississippi River system (Carline,
Dec. 3, 1968).

It consists of a pole up to thirty feet in

length, with a metal pipe on the end.

The long pole is used

to push a short pole (MstaubM) into the bottom of the bayou.
The tail of the net is tied to the staub (Plates 31 and 32).
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Plate 31. A jugger pole being used to drive a staub into
the bottom; usually the hoop net is left in the
boat during this operation
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Plate 32a.
The bottom of a jugger pole used to drive in a
staub; the holes in the pipe are to allow mud to escape
and to prevent suction from pulling the staub out
when the jugger pole is removed

Plate 32b. A fisherman holding a twenty-two-foot
jugger pole.
A staub is pushed vertically
into the ground to the fisherman’s left.
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These small nets are also used in lakes having no current;
here they must be held taut by two poles shoved into the
lake bottom, one at the front and one at the rear.

In lakes

near the coast, the opening of the net is made to face south
to take advantage of t i d e s .

Large hoop nets are seldom

baited but the smaller ones are, usually with cottonseed
cake lying loose in the net; stale cheese is sometimes used,
a bait well known in the Mississippi River system (Carlander,
1954:62).
When hoop nets are set near areas frequented by
sportsmen, the locations are not marked with floats but
rather with small hatchet marks on trees, broken branches,
or pieces of cloth tied to trees, and some have no markings.
A locally made grapple ("grab”) is used to locate and lift
the net to the surface.
Hauling a hoop net into a boat is a difficult task.
In deep waters a fisherman must literally stand on the gun
wale of his boat in raising the n e t .

Deeply set nets are

pulled up by the cord attached to a float, while in shallower
waters, the grab is commonly used.

Once the top of the net

breaks the water, the fisherman rolls it away for about
one-quarter turn, with the net at water level.

He then

grabs a hoop at the front of the net, as far out as practi
cal, and then rolls the net into the boat by its hoops
(Plate 33).
Emptying a hoop net of its catch is accomplished in
two w a y s .

In smaller nets there is a drawstring near the

Plate 33a. A fisherman standing on the gunwale
of his boat as the net breaks the surface.
This illustrates why a heavy boat
is needed.

Plate 33b.

Rolling the hoop net into the boat,
a relatively easy task
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tail and, when opened, fish are shaken from the net.

This

method is also used on the larger hoop nets when set with
leads.

However, with large hoop nets in the deeper rivers,

the net is simply collapsed in the boat, reversed, and the
fish shaken out (Plate 34).
Seines
Seines have been used in the Atchafalaya Basin for
some time, and in 1894 twenty-five were recorded in the
area (Smith, 1898:539).

They were short, averaging only

139 feet in length, and there is no indication of how, why,
or for what they were used.

They were first mentioned in

the upper Mississippi River system in 1843, for use in back
waters and sloughs during low water (Oliver, 1843:75-76),
- the season at which they are still used.

Seines were once

widely used in catching paddlefish (Hussakof, 1911:246),
and it is possible they were introduced into the northern
Basin from the Mississippi River to be used in the paddle
fish industry.

Two reliable informants from the southern

Basin, however, mention that seining began there just prior
to 1910.

At that time Mr. W. J. Lowrance, who had a large

fish market in Morgan City and dealt in both freshwater and
saltwater products, began sending boats used in the Gulf
into Grand Lake to seine for buffalofish (Burns, Nov. 10,
1968; and Carline, Nov. 9, 1968).

Buffalofish are the main

fish taken by seines, and seines became popular after com
mercial exploitation of that fish began.

Therefore, seines
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Plate 34a. Emptying a hoop net through its side
with the use of a drawstring

Plate 34b. Emptying a hoop net by merely col
lapsing the net and shaking the fish out
the front
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appear to have been introduced into the Atchafalaya Basin
from two directions— one from river fishing to the north,
and one from saltwater fishing to the south.

The one intro

duced from the upper Mississippi River system is known as
the "bank," or "haul,” seine and is pulled to shore.

The

second technique, introduced from the south, is called a
"roundup" seine, and is used in the middle of lakes.
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In the bank haul, a long seine was used, averaging
about 1,500 feet (Loeb, Dec. 7, 1968; and Bernard, Dec. 22,
1968).

A boat carried one end out from shore, gradually

letting the seine out, returning to the shore some distance
from the starting point to make a semicircle.

Both ends of

the seine were pulled slowly toward the shore, the fish
being concentrated in the purse ("bag") in the center.

Not

one of these seines is left in the Atchafalaya Basin.
A much more complex method of seining is the roundup,
involving nets that range from about 300 to 800 feet.
first type was known as the "overboard" seine.

The

It was

placed in a circle in very shallow water, and men got into
the water to pull in the seine.

It was replaced by the

"drag" seine which could be used in water up to thirty feet
deep.

The net was first placed in a circle in the center

of a l a k e , and the pursed seine was then pulled in by men
working from a barge.

The operation required at least four

men; two had to pull in the bottom line, a manila rope
passing beneath a roller at the bottom of a pole extended
from and tightly secured to the boat, and two others pulled
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in the top cork line (Plate 35).

The roundup seine used

today is termed a ’’traveling” seine.

It has no purse, and

the bottom line of the net is attached to one side of the
pole extended from the b o a t .

The other end of the bottom

rope is passed beneath a "running wheel,” or ’’traveling
wheel,” which allows the boat to move toward the net as it
is being pulled (Plate 36).

Only two men are needed to work

this net, one to pull in the bottom line and one to pull in
the cork line, though a third person to remove fish is
desirable (Plate 37).

There are several of these seines

remaining in the Basin, all on the western side.
A large boat must be used in seining, to accommodate
several men and a large seine.

It also has to be stable,

since the men pull in the net from one side.

The boat used

is the barge (Plate 2), a wide, flat-bottomed, and bluntended boat.

Accompanying the barge are usually two smaller

boats— one to hold the fish caught, and the other to be
rowed as needed to free the seine when caught on a snag.
Seining is a summer and fall occupation, since in
these seasons the water is low and fish are concentrated.
Fishermen know that a muddy spot in a clear lake indicates
buffalofish feeding, and the roundup is conducted around
that spot.

Another indication of the presence of buffalo

fish is a large number of small garfish jumping on the
surface.

Most commonly, however, fishermen simply seine

in a variety of places, trusting to luck.

Plate 35a. Close-up of a drag seine prior
to its being pulled to the boat

Plate 35b.

A drag seine being pulled to a boat

Plate 36a.

Close-up of a traveling seine prior to
its being pulled to the boat

I

Plate 36b. A traveling seine in operation; note how the
boat moves as it follows the seine
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Plate 37a.
Fishermen pulling in a traveling seine;
note the extra boat and the seine returning
to the rear of the boat

Plate 37b.

The ’’box” on an abandoned barge once used
with a traveling seine
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The water bottom seined must be level and clear
because stumps or trash will snag the line, fish will
escape, and the net can be damaged.

Fishermen know the

bottoms well and will seine only in particular areas.

In

the bank haul, not only the bottom but the land near shore
must be clear of obstructions and vegetation.

It was com

mon for areas seined with the bank haul to be cleared by
fishermen during low water.
Seines have always been considered expensive gear.
A small one costs about $800 (Hayes, Feb. 14, 1969), though
the cost of one was estimated as high as $2,900 in 1966
(Gregory, 1966:19).

The webbing was never woven locally,

though the upper and lower lines have always been installed
by the fisherman.

22

Beginning in 1914,.licenses were

required for seines:

$25 a year for seines under 200 feet

in length, and $50 a year for those 200 to 600 feet long
(Tulian, 1914:70-71).

Caring for the nets was expensive

because they had to be tarred periodically and there was
the risk that a large shark or garfish might rip large
holes when caught.

Because of the expense, seines were

usually owned by fish markets rather than by commercial
fishermen.

Fishermen used seines on a commission basis and

were paid for the amount of fish brought in.

Today the

seines in operation are owned by fishermen, and those who
work with the owner get a percentage of the catch.
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Gill Nets
A gill net is a net of a single mesh with the mesh
fairly large and the twine small.

When fish swim into it,

they can pass only part way through, usually only the head
penetrating the net.

When the fish struggles to free itself,

the twine slips beneath one or more of the gill covers, and
the fish cannot move forward or backward (Plate 38).

Buffalo

fish are the principal fish taken by this tackle in the
Atchafalaya Basin.
Gill nets and their use

have certainly been known far

a long time in the Basin, but early gill nets were not econom
ical.

Always bought prewoven, they were expensive.

early ones were of cotton, and

The .

they could not be tarred as

tarring would stiffen the twine and then it would not work
properly.

If extreme care were taken with the nets such as

removing them daily from the water, washing, drying, and
airing them, they lasted at most three weeks.

Gill nets

were therefore expensive tackle with which to catch buffalo
fish, a cheap fish.

There were still other problems with

these early cotton nets.

Large sharks, garfish, and crabs

easily ripped one to shreds when caught in it.

So, gill

nets were not generally used.
However, beginning about 1956 gill nets became more
popular when reintroduced, this time by fishermen from
northern Louisiana who migrated southward because of
declining catches of fish in their home waters.

Some have

now settled in the area, but most come to fish for only two
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Plate 38.

Illustration of gill net in operation
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or three days a week, returning to North Louisiana to sell
their catch, mostly to Negroes.

Fishing done by this group

is on the southwestern side of the Basin, where gill nets
have become popular; they have been readily accepted by
local inhabitants.

The reason gill net fishing is largely

confined to this region is that the tackle is permitted
there but is illegal in the lakes to the southeast.
The only difference between the old and new gill nets
is that nylon twine is used in the latter, permitting nets
to be stronger and able to hold large fish.

They are also

more durable than cotton nets, lasting one to three months.
Gill nets are used in two ways.

One employs weights

on the bottom line to keep the net taut, the ’’lead and float”
type.

The other principal type, the ’’flag” or ”shirt-tail”

net, has no weights on the bottom and is the method commonly
used in the Basin.
Gill nets are always used in lakes and in calm water,
for when large waves develop the shirt-tail net starts roll
ing over itself, and after a few hours resembles a tightly
twisted rope, in which case it is usually abandoned.

To

help alleviate the problem, the top of the net is set two
to twelve inches underwater and in this fashion it can func
tion when waves are small.
night.

2 *3

Gill nets are usually used at

It is common for one fisherman to have a mile of

gill-net webbing set as several nets.
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Trammel Nets
A trammel net is actually made of three nets suspended
from the same cork line and attached to the same bottom lead
line.

The two outside nets are of very large mesh, con

structed of heavy twine.

The inner webbing is made of light

twine, of small mesh, usually too small to gill fish.

The

inner webbing is very loose, being much fuller than the outer
webs.

A

fish swimming into the net from either direction

strikes the inner webbing and carries it with him through
the outer one on the opposite side and is then in a ’’pocket*'
(Plate 39).

The fish usually tries to extricate itself by

violent movements, but this results in further entrapment
by forming other pockets.

A commercial fisherman can place

a trammel net in such a location that it catches a particular
species of fish, though usually it is set for buffalofish.
Trammel nets were seldom used in the early fishing
era of the Basin but always were more common than gill nets.
In 1922 no trammel nets were recorded in the area (Sette,
1925:197), though in 1931 there were twenty-eight (Fiedler,
1933:416).

Problems associated with these nets were similar

to those of gill nets, as the cotton webbing was weak and
short lived.
made.

Both kinds of nets were always bought ready

Beginning in the middle 1950's trammel nets were

constructed of nylon, becoming more acceptable because their
life span increased to about a year.

A fisherman using

trammel nets has up to 10,000 linear feet, set in several
different places.

Plate 39a.
How a trammel net works; fish pass
through coarse-mesh outer webbing, hit the
inner, and form pockets as they
pass through the third

Plate 39b.
A trammel net set out from a convex
bank in a bend of the Atchafalaya River
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Trammel nets in the Basin are used in summertime when
fish are concentrated in lakes.

The fishing is always done

at night, with nets set in a circle or a semicircle with
the shore closing the open end.

It is sometimes set around

a school of feeding buffalofish, but normally there is no
such evidence of fish.

Fishermen get within the enclosed

area and beat the water, frightening the fish, and compelling
them to flee, hitting the net with force.

This may seem a

strange way of fishing to those unfamiliar with the method.
However, it is commonly practiced, not only in the Atchafa
laya Basin but also in the Mississippi River system.
Trammel nets may also be used in other ways.

In the

main channel of rivers they are set out from a convex bend
to about midstream, where a weight anchors them; and they
have been set in zigzag fashion across a stream, with the
fishermen beating the water around and within the net.
Sometimes they are used like gill nets, that is, set in a
lake, with the hope that fish will strike the net with enough
force to become entrapped.
Trammel nets were first introduced into the Basin
about 1910 (Carline, Dec. 3, 1968) and probably came from
the Mississippi River system, as the popular method of their
use is unusual, yet common to both areas.
Other Methods
The few other methods for taking fish besides those
described above may be quite successful but are largely
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illegal.

An effective method of taking catfish is with a

wooden slat trap; it has been recommended that this type
trap be made legal, as it can be selectively set for catfish
(Davis, 1958:157).

This trap is well known in the Basin;

at one time it was widely used for small bait fish.

Another

method of taking fish illegally has already been mentioned—
by electric shock.

Most fishermen deplore the method and

report violations to game wardens.

Many fishermen believe

that the lack of large catfish is the result of shocking.
Summary
Fishing is a major occupation in the Atchafalaya
Basin, and all males in the swamp economy fish for at least
a part of the year.

It was the first of the folk industries

developed in the swamp; without it swamp life would not have
evolved as it did.
With passage of time many changes have occurred in
the fishing industry, both in techniques and species caught.
Most of these techniques were introduced from the Mississippi
River system, and their acceptance and usefulness often
marked some technological advance.
Moss
Spanish moss (Dendropogon usneodies) never fails to
attract the attention of visitors in areas where it grows
abundantly; visitors find it either a thing of beauty or a
conveyor of gloom and depression.

Early French inhabitants

in Louisiana referred to it as barbe espagnol (Dumont, 1753,
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Vol. 1:69; and du Pratz, 1758, Vol. 2:51), though now all
French-speaking swamp dwellers call it mousse and have
never heard of the former term.
This plant is an epiphyte, thriving under sunny,
humid conditions on open-crown trees, such as cypress, or
oak, or on such other objects as dead trees and telephone
wires.

Some trees, such as willow, are not good hosts and

are bare of moss even in areas where most nearby trees are
festooned with it.

Moss is not harmful to the host tree

except that branches may be broken during a windy rainstorm
when the water-soaked moss is heavy.
Spanish moss is found from Texas to Virginia and
southward to southern Brazil (Bailey, 1909, Vol. 4:1811).
It produces tiny flowers and seeds, but propagation is pri
marily through the transferring of strands between trees
by birds and winds.
branches,

Once moss has a foothold on the upper

it is only a matter of time before the lower

branches are also covered.

It is the moss in the lower

parts of trees that is gathered, and it usually requires
about three years for regrowth sufficient for harvesting.
Early Use of Spanish Moss
Indians at the time of European contact had various
uses for Spanish moss; for example, they mixed it with
mud to plaster huts and used it to make loin cloths,
torches, swaddling clothes, wraps for patients during a
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sweat bath, and for other minor uses.

However, there is no

indication that Indians ever intentionally cured moss, that
is, converted it from the natural to a usable condition.
Most of it that was used was green, and any cured moss that
might be needed could be gathered naturally cured, the
demand being slight and readily satisfied.
Spanish moss, when cured, greatly resembles horsehair,
the only apparent difference being a series of tiny knots
on a strand of moss, absent in horsehair.

Europeans quickly

realized the potentialities of the product as a cheap and
easily obtained substitute for horsehair, and very soon after
their arrival in the South they were using moss extensively.
Perhaps the greatest use of moss was in mattresses; it is
mentioned in this connection by many early authors.

It was

used also for any purpose which required stuffing, for such
things as chairs, saddles, horse collars, and other objects
with like requirements.
In areas of Louisiana settled by Frenchmen, Spanish
moss was used in a more varied manner.

It was mixed with

mud for use as nogging in home construction, mixed with clay
to make bricks, spun and braided to make strong and esthetically pleasing bridles, or woven to make objects such as
saddle blankets and horse collars.

In southwestern Louisiana

the spinning was accomplished with an implement known as a
tarabi (Kniffen, 1949).
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Commercial Exploitation of Moss
Commercial exploitation of moss probably began soon
after the middle of the eighteenth century and the develop
ment of an urban market.

In Louisiana, New Orleans was

the only market and little was needed to supply its needs.
However, by 1830 a considerable trade had developed in moss,
24
for in that year 779 bales
were brought into New Orleans
(New-Orleans Price-Current and Commercial Intelligencer,
Oct. 1, 1839).
After 1839, there was a rather steady annual stream
of several thousand bales into New Orleans throughout the
nineteenth century.
the city.

Moss came from the s m m p s surrounding

Probably only little was from the Atchafalaya

Basin.
The moss shipped to New Orleans was ginned there,
then exported.

According to one account, the vast majority

shipped from New Orleans went to cities along the Eastern
Seaboard (New-Orleans Price-Current, Commercial Intelligencer
and Merchants * Transcript, Sept. 1, 1870).

This account did

not report any shipped by steamboat to river cities, though
it may have been considerable.

Shipments to other Gulf

ports and to Europe were of little consequence.

Major con

sumers for moss at that time were furniture factories, where
it was used for stuffing.

Great quantities were shipped

into New Orleans until 1860; as might be expected, the Civil
War brought an end to this trade (New-Orleans Price-Current
and Commercial Intelligencer, various issues).

However, by
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1870 the industry had completely recovered, for during that
year New Orleans exported 8,928 hales of moss (New-Orleans
Price-Current, Commercial Intelligencer and Merchants*
Transcript, Sept. 1, 1870), more than it had ever received
in any year prior to the Civil War.

Probable reasons for

the recovery were a greater demand for moss, the general
lack of jobs, and the little capital required to enter the
business.
Moss was gathered for local consumption by persons
living near and in the Basin for quite some time prior to
its commercial exploitation.

There was a railroad between

New Orleans and Morgan City before the Civil War; moss could
have been shipped by this route, though no evidence for such
movement has been found.

There is one sketch of Negroes

gathering moss near Morgan City, perhaps in the lower part
of the Basin, in 1866 (Plate 40).
Commercial gathering of moss in the Atchafalaya Basin
probably began sometime in the latter part of the nineteenth
century.

In 1876, 800 bales of moss were shipped from

Morgan City to Texas, a considerable amount, most of which
probably came from the Basin.

By 1884 there were small moss

gins in both Morgan City and Plaquemine, handling moss from
the Basin (Sargent, 1884:538).

The industry was stimulated

by the presence of fish-buying boats in the Basin, for when
fish were not biting, fish dealers on the boats bought moss.
With the development of highways in the 1920’s and 1930’s,
the marketing problem was greatly simplified.

As a result,
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Plate 40.
Negroes gathering moss near Morgan City in 1866;
the boats used are skiffs; note the jougs.
(Waud, 1866d:580)
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moss gathering grew in importance.
The years of greatest moss production in Louisiana
were in the 1930’s (Aldrich, DeBlieux, and Kniffen, 1943:
356); this was also true in the Atchafalaya Basin.

During

the Depression few jobs were available, while a series of
dry years so hurt local agriculture that many farmers turned
to gathering moss for an income.

While gatherers in the

Basin were largely local inhabitants, some outsiders, partic
ularly farmers, gathered moss along the edges of the region,
but did not penetrate the swamp deeply.

Many Negroes also

gathered moss marginally, for they were forcibly prevented
from following this occupation within the Atchafalaya swamp
(Carline, Dec. 3, 1968).
Parts of the Basin were known as especially good for
moss production, for example, the area between Upper Grand
River and Bayou Sorrel.

However, during the Depression

moss gathering was practiced in all parts of the Basin, and
near Pierre Part it was ’’the most steady employment in the
whole area” (Jacobi, 1937:37).
After the Depression moss production slowly declined;
by 1961 it was no longer being gathered.
of reasons for this decline:

There was a variety

the low sale price of moss,

the availability of other employment, and the use of substi
tutes as crin vegetal, flax tow, and particularly foam
rubber for upholstery.
revival.

Since then, there has been a modest

Near Pierre Part moss is once again being gathered.

In 1943 it was sold ’’almost entirely to furniture manufacturers”
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(Aldrich, DeBlieux, and Kniffen, 1943:356).

However, within

recent years there has been a growing demand for moss by the
fish-hatchery industry, which uses half of the production
(Duet, Nov. 26, 1968) as a host for the deposition of roe.
Ginned moss is very good for this purpose as it will not
decompose and contaminate the w a t e r .
Prices paid for moss have fluctuated greatly through
time.

During the Depression gatherers in Pierre Part were

paid one-half cent a pound for cured moss, whereas in 1929
the price was between four and five cents a pound, and by
1937, it had risen to about three cents a pound (Jacobi,
1937:38).

Presently swamp dwellers receive about twelve

cents a pound for cured moss, though most of it is now sold
green.

Gatherers consider this a good price.
Relatively few are engaged in the occupation, as much

more gainful employment may be had in either the swamp
economy, or the industrial economy of surrounding towns.
Total production of cured moss in Louisiana in 1968 was only
sixty tons (Duet, Nov. 26, 1968), very little when compared
to the output during the 1930’s of an average of 10,000 tons
a year (Figure 13) .
Gathering
There have been comparatively few changes in tech
niques of gathering moss, and as early as 1814 it was done
’’with long hooks to tear it from the branches” (Cramer,
1814:310).

The pole with hook used universally today has
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FIGURE 13

MOSS P R O D U C T I O N
FOR
VARIOUS
YEARS
-10

10-

9-

n

8-

-8

co
7-

PI

6-

n

5 -

Q

-6

>
Z

O
C
O)

-5

-4

4 -

nn

3
0
1
3 -

.

H
O
Z

3

to

-2

2-

I-

X

O
m

</)

in

•7

FI

-I

T
1875

1925

“T

1926

1927

"T

1928

■*— I— — — T
1932

1936

1937

“V

1940

r*

1941

T

1948

1969

YEARS
^FIGURES FOR THE YEARS 1875

THROUGH 1941

FROM ALDRICH, DEBLIEUX AND KNIFFEN, I943<356.
THE 1948 FIGURE FROM HARRISON, I948<5.

143
not changed from the early model.

The implement is very

important when moss is high in the tree, as it extends a
gatherer's reach considerably (Plate 41).

The moss-

gatherer's hooked pole resembles the push pole once commonly
used to propel boats, and it is still constantly applied as
a push pole by moss gatherers, indicating a possible origin
of the implement.

Because of its strength, ash (Fraxinus

tomentosa) was the most popular wood used in fashioning the
pole, since a strong pole was needed in climbing trees,
sometimes necessary to secure m o s s .

Cypress is the prin

cipal wood used today since it is light; a strong wood is
no longer needed, since gatherers no longer need to climb
trees because of the abundance of moss following lack of
exploitation.
Other techniques to aid gatherers have been either
developed or adapted.

A derrick or tower (Plate 42) erected

on boats was developed during the Depression years of heavy
moss exploitation to extend the reach of the gatherer.

The

tower is erected on wide boats, either a flatboat or a barge.
An example of an implement adapted from another industry
and recorded is "steel spikes similar to those used by
telephone-pole workers" (Jacobi, 1937:37).

Spikes were

used in climbing trees, but are not now needed in the
present abundance of moss.
Most gathering of moss was done during the spring
floods, and though it is possible to gather moss while on
foot during low water, it is difficult and seldom practiced.

Plate 41a.

Gathering moss along the edge of a lake

Plate 41b.
Gathering moss in a swamp in winter;
note how the gatherer stands on a small
platform on the bow so that he may
have sound footing

Plate 42a.

A large derrick fitted onto a
barge

V

Plate 42b.

A small derrick on a flatboat
in Lake Verret
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Moss is now gathered during early spring floods before the
crawfish season begins.

At other times of the year it is

gathered along the edges of the numerous lakes and bayous,
both inside and outside the Spillway.

It was also common

in the past to gather moss from trees felled by lumbermen,
which is by far the easiest and quickest method, and formerly
gatherers even cut down trees merely to remove moss.
In the moss industry a wide variety of boats has been
used, one of the earliest being the pirogue.

With additions

extending and elevating the sides, it was used particularly
during the Depression.

The skiff was also used (Plate 40),

but neither it nor the pirogue was well suited for moss
gathering; a wide, stable boat is best.

The flatboat is

the most commonly used today; the only difference between
this boat and the general boat used in fishing is that the
former often lacks a fish well.

Barges are also widely

used by gatherers.
As indicated above, during the four years in which
moss was not gathered (1961-1965), it once again became
abundant.

As gathering resumed, trees near the gatherers’

homes have been denuded.

It has therefore been necessary

for the gatherers to shift operations farther and farther
from their homes.

However, a boat fully loaded with moss

travels slowly, even with a powerful outboard motor
attached, so that the return home can be long and tedious.
In the past it was common for gatherers to go
day trips (Jacobi, 1937:37).

on three-

Some gatherers now take a
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barge into the swamp, commute daily to it in smaller boats,
and tow the loaded barge to the landing every third or
fourth day.

Gatherers have once again begun to use der

ricks; three seasons ago there was only one, two seasons
ago there were about five, while during the 1968 season
some fifteen were used.
Curing
It must be assumed that moss was desirable to white
settlers because it resembles horsehair, but it does so
only in its cured form.

Further, green moss cannot be used

as stuffing or for other purposes where the subsequent rot
ting of the cortex would make it quite unsuitable.

Ordi

narily, when moss falls from the trees and stays for a
period of time on the ground or in water, the outer bark
rots and falls from the inner fiber, and thereby is
naturally cured.

Earliest European settlers gathered it

thus cured, but their needs were large; thus, when supplies
began to run low near their habitations, there was probably
an effort to cure green moss artificially.
Explaining in detail how Spanish moss was treated
prior to its use, Dumont (1753, Vol. 1:70-71) states that
moss is quite useful when "dry” (cured), and then describes
the curing process:

black moss was gathered, beaten to free

it of dust, then placed in a cask with ashes and covered
with a cloth; after removal from this cask, it was soaked
from ten in the morning until three in the afternoon and
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placed out to dry.

When dry, it could be used for the same

purposes as horsehair.

The process described by Dumont is

different from present-day procedure in two principal
respects.

First, he apparently begins the process with at

least partially cured moss, for it is black at the begin
ning, and it is beaten to free it of dust before any actual
curing.

Second, Dumont has also apparently attempted to

speed the curing process, for he placed the moss in a cask
of ash or l y e .
Another French writer of that early era to discuss
Spanish moss was du Pratz (1758, Vol. 2:52), who stated
that after his arrival in Louisiana, since there was a lack
of straw, he conceived the idea of making a mattress with
moss.

The process he used for curing moss was as follows:

I had others gather a large quantity and had them put
it into a pile, in order that the outside rot.
At
the end of eight or ten days we spread it out in the
sun, which dried it promptly, then we beat it.
This
operation achieved the removal of the outside and at
the same time the little branches, which resembled so
many hooks; and what was left for me was absolutely
like horse hair.
Du Pratz' implication that he invented moss curing on the
spot is open to doubt.
The process mentioned by

du Pratz is similar to

the curing process used in Louisiana up to the present,
except that he does not mention wetting the moss, and time
for curing was too short.

Since his procedure could not

cure green moss, it must have been partially cured when he
began the process.
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The two early eighteenth-century accounts are dif
ferent.

The only similarities are in the beating of the

moss, which is actually a primitive ginning process, and
in drying after curing.

The two individuals apparently had

no set notion as to how moss was to be cured, so there
apparently was no one widely used method.

Rather, it seemed

that the curing at this time was in an experimental period,
lacking as it did a European precedent, so there was variety
in the processes used.
In Europe the only process which even closely ap
proximates curing of moss is retting of flax and hemp.

The

first Europeans to come to Louisiana surely knew the retting
process, and some of their earliest crops were flax and
hemp.

There are two basic types of "retting" or curing of

these crops:

dew retting, whereby the material to be

retted is spread thinly on the ground and wet by dew and
rain; and pond or tank retting, done by immersion in water.
Although the word "ret" means "rot," retting is usually
associated with fermentation to facilitate the separation
of fibers.
There is no indication that retting techniques were
ever used, or used as a guide, in the curing of moss in
Louisiana.

Early residents apparently learned slowly how

to cure moss as they attempted to acquire a substitute for
horsehair, and did so without resorting to retting tech
niques.

However, two visitors to Louisiana mentioned the

similarity between retting and the curing of moss.

One of
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these was A. Parker (1835:114), and the other was Timothy
Flint, who stated when on the Mississippi River above Baton
Rouge:

MIt is well known that this moss, when managed by

a process like that of preparing hemp, or flax, separates
from its bark, and the black fiber that remains is not
unlike horsehair*' (Flint, 1826:263).

Therefore, there is

nothing in the literature of early Louisiana to indicate
that the curing of moss is the outgrowth of the retting
process, though a superficial similarity was noted by these
casual visitors.
A further indication that the early inhabitants were
not thinking of retting is the term handed down at the folk
level.

Today the folk term used by French-speakers for the

curing of moss is noircir, which means to blacken, and is
very descriptive of the process.
for ret is rouir.
curing.

The proper French word

English-speakers simply refer to it as

25
The folk method of curing moss in the Basin varies

only slightly from area to a r e a .

The gathered green moss

usually is piled into rows or into mounds, from two feet
high in summer to five feet in winter.

Length of the row

or circumference of the mound is dependent on the amount
needing curing and the whims of the curer.

While the moss

is being piled, it is thoroughly wetted; if any begins the
process dry, it is ruined.

While in piles, moss is turned

once or twice with pitchforks; this process, termed ’’working
the moss,” is hard work and despised by gatherers.

It is
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left in these mounds from two to three months, depending
upon progress of curing and quality of moss desired.
Poorly cured moss now used is called "mixed” and is dark
brown in color; but if that same moss had been cured for
another six weeks, it would turn darker and would be the
second grade of moss currently used, ’’black" moss.

After

being cured, moss is hung to dry on fences or stretched
wires, by which stage it has lost about two-thirds of its
original weight.
Curing is the result of the action of three molds
or bacteria (Johns, 1938:228).

Curing results in rotting

of the outer living cortex, with only the inner fiber
remaining and turning darker in color as the process con
tinues.

Various methods to speed the curing process have

been used, such as immersing green moss in boiling water or
chemicals, but all such treatments are harmful to the fibers
to varying degrees (Holdeman, 1935:8-9).
Curing has until recently been the responsibility of
gatherers, but today most of it is performed by the gin
operator.

Even though he gets a lower price, the gatherer

is more than willing to sell his moss green for several
reasons:

much back-breaking labor is eliminated, more time

can be spent in gathering, and pay is prompt and frequently
received.

Markland (1944:24) in 1944 stated that ginners

"buy comparatively little green moss.

If they did, no

picker would ever cure his crop, and the dealer would be
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swamped with the green product.”

That is exactly what has

happened and is an important reason for revival of the
industry.
Since gatherers sell moss green, there has heen a
change in selling method.

Cured moss has always been con

sidered valuable, therefore sold by weight, but green moss
is not considered valuable and is sold by volume, the "boxweight" method.

With this method, moss is tightly packed

into a box lacking top and bottom; the box is then lifted,
leaving the measured moss (Plate 43).

This is not an accu

rate measure but when dealing in green m o s s , it is accept
able, the gatherer receiving $1.50 per unit of measured
moss.

The size of the box used today is twenty-seven by

thirty-one by twenty-four inches.
The box-weight method probably originated with the
use of a fish live-box and a fish-measuring box.

First

mention of it was in 1944, when it was termed the "oldfashioned” method, indicating that the idea was probably
an old one, but not widely practiced.

Size of the box

during this period was three-feet square (Markland, 1944:
24), about the size of many remaining live-boxes (Plate 12).
One young informant remembers using an abandoned live-box
to measure moss, packing moss into it, binding it, and then
lifting out the crude bale to weigh it (Daigle, July 9,
1967).

More suggestive in function was the box used in

measuring fish in the late nineteenth century, as mentioned

Plate 43a. Two men lifting a box used to measure
green moss; the measured moss is left
on the ground

Plate 43b.

Close-up view of a box used in the
Mbox-weightM method
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by Evermann (pp. 56-57).

This box was only one-fourth the

size of live-boxes, but in purpose was similar to the boxweight method used today.

Because of the striking similar

ities, it may be assumed that the present method of measur
ing moss is an adaptation of older techniques used in the
fishing industry.
When green moss reaches the gin, it is unloaded with
a tractor fitted with a ”cane loader” (Plate 44).

The use

of a cane loader is a great technological advance in the
curing process, though as a result the moss industry has
lost some of its folk character.

Moss has to be turned

periodically when being cured, and cane loaders accomplish
as much in one hour as two men with pitchforks in a day.
Because of its cheapness, a gin operator is willing to buy
uncured moss, since he can cure it himself with little
effort, and many gatherers refuse to perform the task.

The

tractor and cane loader are rented from a neighboring
sugarcane farmer when needed.
Ginning
Ginning of moss removes foreign particles such as
sticks, dust, and mud, thereby bringing out m o s s ’s natural
resilience.

Ginning was therefore always important, and a

technique to perform this function must have evolved at a
very early date if moss was to be used for stuffing.
The earliest counterpart of modern ginning was a
hand beating of moss to break up the sticks and separate
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Plate 44a. A truck load of green moss being unloaded with a
cane loader. Note the piled green moss to the right.

Plate 44b.
A cane loader being used to "work the moss";
note the heat given off by the bedded moss.
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rotted bark and dust.

Beating is mentioned by several

authors, of which the first were Dumont (1753, Vol. 1:70)
and du Pratz (1758, Vol. 2:52), and was not very effective.
Cramer in 1814 commented that even though beaten, mattresses
of moss became dusty, requiring removal and rebeating of
the moss, after which it was "not so liable to acquire or
make dust” (Cramer, 1814:310).

There is also mention of

shaking moss to aid in the cleaning (Bartram, 1792:86),
though beating it while it is on a wire fence is usually
sufficient.

Beating of grain with a flail could have provided

a precedent for the primitive ginning process, but the two
are quite different and the cleaning process is undoubtedly
a local invention.
Ginning of moss came late in relation to cotton, for
as late as 1876 some moss for commercial use was still being
cleaned by hand (Dennett, 1876:242).
counted for in two ways.

This lag may be ac

First, moss was much less econom

ically significant than cotton, so there was less capital
investment in the industry; and second, cleaning of moss
according to the folk tradition was well known, relatively
easy, and required no capital outlay.

Therefore, the tra

ditional method remained; a little moss is still cleaned
by hand.
In 1876 there were in Louisiana only two moss gi n s ,
both in New Orleans, handling most moss reaching the market
(Dennett, 1876:241-42).

By 1881 there were six moss gins

in New Orleans (Harris, 1881:91), and the total number of
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gins in Louisiana continued to increase until by 1941 there
were twenty-six active gins (Aldrich, DeBlieux, and Kniffen,
1943:351).

Just prior to the Depression the moss gins of

Louisiana were concentrated in and around the Basin (Figure
14), indicating their movement away from New Orleans and
orientation to the supply.
and only one is now left.

Slowly they went out of business,

26

The moss gin is obviously an adaptation of the cotton
gin to another product, and on occasion cotton gins were
used to gin moss.

The gin consists of three main parts:

a

pair of rollers to completely break up sticks and other
trash in the moss, a toothed cylinder enclosed in a drum
to further loosen and clean the moss, and a blower to sep
arate refuse from fiber.

Only cleaned fiber is left, and

the moss has lost half of its cured weight in ginning.
After ginning it is baled.
Summary
The moss industry is an old one in Louisiana, has
been of economic significance in the Basin for some time,
and is an example of indigenous developments of techniques
to exploit a resource unknown in the Old World.

There were

some techniques adapted to the industry, such as cotton
gi n s , but most— notably the hooked pole— were developed
expressly for the purpose in Louisiana.

Many of the tech

niques used in the moss industry, such as the curing proc
ess, developed at a very early date; and techniques are
still being devised, such as the derrick during the
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Depression and the cane loader now used in curing m o s s .
This industry is of little consequence today, and
moss is gathered in only a few areas.

However, if another

economic depression develops, many swamp dwellers would
undoubtedly fall back on moss for an income.
Crawf ish
The earliest French inhabitants of Louisiana con
sidered crawfish edible, and their descendants have been
eating them since.

By contrast, English-speaking peoples

who settled the Eastern Seaboard and in westward expansion
settled northern Louisiana did not have a heritage of crawfish-eating and so considered them inedible.
two crawfish traditions exist:

Therefore,

avoidance as a food source

in the north, and acceptance in the south.
There are twenty-nine species of crawfish in Louis
iana (Penn, 1959) but only two are used as food:

the red,

or swamp (Procambarus clarkii) , and the white, or river
(Procambarus blandingi acutus) .

The two are quite similar

in color at times, and the "white” crawfish can be as red
as the "red" except for the very underside.

The river

crawfish is generally considered gastronomically the better
of the two, but when tested, it was demonstrated that a
person eating them could not tell the difference (Smitherman, May 22, 1967).

Biological needs of the two are quite

similar, and they exist in the same environment, though
river crawfish are usually found in deeper water.

Both
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varieties occur throughout the state, wherever suitable
conditions exist.

In total caught, the swamp crawfish is

by far the more important.

The life cycles of the two

species are probably similar; since that for the swamp
crawfish has been worked out in much greater detail, it
will be discussed here.
Life Cycle of the Crawfish
Female crawfish begin laying eggs in late summer;
the peak is reached about September.

The female carries

the eggs attached to her abdomen for about fifteen days,
and since they resemble a blackberry, she is said to be
”in berry.M

Once the crawfish are hatched, they attach

themselves to the appendages on the underside of the mother,
and remain there for some twenty-seven days, or at least
until they are able to fend for themselves.

Rates of growth

vary greatly, depending on food available and water tempera
ture.

In September many of the older generation crawfish

migrate aimlessly en masse by the ’’tens of thousands”
(Viosca, 1939:17), but it is not known why this migration
consisting almost exclusively of males (Penn, 1943:15)
takes place.

By December few crawfish of the previous

season are still alive.
In January many of the young are of edible size,
and the gathering of crawfish begins, continuing into June.
Most crawfish reach sexual maturity in April;

in this stage

they are less desirable, for they have used much fat in the
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development of sexual organs and are harder shelled
(Viosca, 1939:18).

In late summer the cycle is completed

with hatching of eggs.
The best environment for crawfish is an area where
winters find water standing about six inches to several
feet in depth, for the young must get their oxygen from the
water.

In summer the surface should be dry, allowing growth

of plants that crawfish eat in the winter and spring and
killing competitive fish if the area is an artificial
impoundment.

During the dry season crawfish burrow into

the ground to the water table.

Temperature is important

for the young grow slowly until water temperature rises,
then grow rapidly.

A warm, wet spring, combined with a

large infusion of Mississippi floodwaters, means a bumper
crop of crawfish.
Development of the
Crawfish Industry
Commercial exploitation of crawfish began late in
the United States.

In the late nineteenth century crawfish

were sold in urban markets to be eaten primarily by French
migrants or by persons of French descent.

Principal cen

ters of crawfish consumption at this time were New York
and New Orleans.

New Orleans was supplied by swamps near

the city, but New York received its supply from the Potomac
River area in early spring, from around Milwaukee, Wiscon
sin, in late spring, and from around Montreal in early
summer (Rathbun, 1884:814)s
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Few early statistics are available concerning the
industry.

In 1889 there were 138,000 pounds of crawfish

taken commercially, and in 1890, 140,650 pounds (Collins
and Smith, 1893:157).

This government report also indicates

that Louisiana was the only state in which crawfish were
exploited commercially (Collins and Smith, 1893:97), show
ing that the New York market already mentioned was probably
quite small.

Figures are also available for 1897, when

84,950 pounds were gathered (Townsend, 1900:150), and for
1902, when 16,000 pounds were gathered in Louisiana
(Alexander, 1905:466).
The first year offering evidence of commercial craw
fish production in the Atchafalaya Basin was 1922, when
7,265 pounds of crawfish were caught (Sette, 1925:197), a
very small figure indeed.

A late start for the industry

was confirmed by swamp dwellers, who stated that the craw
fish industry in the Basin did not begin until the 1930's.
Reasons why the crawfish industry got such a late
start were problems associated with marketing.

Once caught,

crawfish until recently had to be kept alive until they
reached the consumer or they would spoil.

The growth of a

highway network in the 1930's and refrigeration helped
greatly to solve the problem.

Another stimulating factor

was increased demand from a growing urban population in
South Louisiana.
Soon after the 1930's the Basin became and is still
the one great crawfish-producing area in the state.

Primary
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reason for this is that other large swamps are protected by
levees from Mississippi River floods, while the Basin
receives a rather dependable annual flood, with production
today confined to the Spillway, the area receiving the
flood.

Two areas of lesser importance in commercial craw

fish production are Lake Pearl and near Pecan Island (Figure
15).

The area around Pecan Island is dependent upon a seldom

achieved combination of high tides and high rainfall to pro
duce standing water in nearby fresh or brackish marshes.
Statistics are not available solely for the Atchafa
laya Basin, though they are for the state as a whole.

Since

the majority of crawfish taken in recent years have come
from the Basin, state figures will be presented.
the data are very poor,

27

Admittedly

but they indicate overall trends.

Crawfish production has been very erratic (Figure 16)
because in some years their biological needs are not met:
if there is an unusually low spring flood in the Spillway
the result is a poor yield; and if the flood waters remain
through the summer months the following year will be poor.
Crawfish are being grown within artificial impound
ments in an attempt to produce a dependable yield.

In

1966 there were over 6,000 acres of land devoted to con
trolled production of crawfish west of the Atchafalaya
(LaCaze, 1966:3), where the majority of crawfish ponds
are located (Figure 15).
orientation vary:

Reasons given for this regional

the large number of small farmers of

French descent willing to engage in the industry; the quick
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and cheap conversion of rice fields of the area to the pur
pose; and the considerable market in nearby towns.
Within recent years there have been changes in the
areas of crawfish production within the Spillway, as more
and more of the swamp has received sand deposits, thus
ruining the crawfish habitat.

The area of greatest produc

tion today is on the eastern side of the Spillway, from
Upper Grand River southward, each year becoming more concen
trated in the southeast, near Belle River.

The area around

Bayou Sorrel is becoming sandier each year— a fact of which
the local inhabitants are well aware because of its bad
effect upon crawfish.
Crawfishing has grown to be exceedingly important in
the economy of Basin inhabitants and is so lucrative for
individual crawfishermen that almost all other economic
activities followed by swamp dwellers cease during the craw
fish season.
doned.

Even full-time jobs in towns are often aban

No reasonable estimate can be established for the

average income of these folk from a crawfish season because
it varies much among individuals and from one season to the
next.

Clearly, large amounts of money are earned at this

time.

It is common for a man to earn $6,000 during the

brief season.

One continually hears stories of particularly

enterprising young men who during the height of the season
earn $2,000 monthly.

Understandably, there is much activity

in the Spillway in the springtime, and a flush season is
experienced by all.
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Swamp dwellers are a mobile group, particularly
during the crawfish season.

They travel long distances to

gather crawfish when there is a ’’crop" failure in the
Spillway, as in both 1959 and 1960 (Figure 16) .

At such

times the fishermen go to places as remote as Pecan Island,
Lake Pearl, or any other area that might have crawfish.
They also travel long distances to gather from artificial
impoundments.

There is even a large movement of crawfish

ermen within the Spillway, as there is little crawfishing
except on the eastern side.

Many will commute daily from

the western side, usually by boat.
Early Methods of Crawfishing
There is no indication of the method Indians used
in catching crawfish in the Basin.

However, there is one

good account of how they caught them in 1709 in the Carolinas, and it is certainly possible for the Chitimacha to
have used the technique described here:
When they have a mind to get these shell-fish, they
take a Piece of Venison, and half-barbakue or roast
it; they then cut it into thin Slices, which Slices
they stick through with Reeds about six Inches asunder,
betwixt Piece and Piece; then the Reeds are made sharp
at one end; and so they stick a great many of them
down in the bottom of the Water (thus baited) in the
small Brooks and Runs, which the Craw-fish frequent.
Thus the Indians sit by, and tend those baited Sticks,
every now and then taking them up, to see how many are
at the Bait; where they generally find abundance; so
take them off, and put them in a Basket for the pur
pose, and stick the Reeds down again.
By this Method,
they will, in a little time, catch several Bushels,
which are as good, as any I ever eat.(Lawson, 1709:209)
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Early French accounts of taking crawfish differ from
this method.

Though du Pratz (1758, Vol. 2:157) does not

mention the exact method used, he notes that frog legs were
the bait.

However, Dumont (1753, Vol. 1:100) was very

descriptive, stating:
It is sufficient to have two or three poles the length
of a walking stick, to which is attached a piece of
twine, and a piece of raw meat at the end of the twine.
These lines are thrown into the water and drawn out
every fifteen minutes, and they never fail to be loaded
with ten or twelve, even fifteen fine big crawfish.
This method is still used in France (Andre, 1960:72-77),
but was only little used here.
According to informants, the oldest method used in
taking crawfish in the Basin is a variant on the method
used by Dumont.

Swamp dwellers tied two small sticks

together to fashion a float, and attached a twine reaching
to the bottom, with a small piece of meat on the end.
Several such lines were set in the same area.

28

Crawfish-

ermen raised each line every few minutes and dipped a small
dip net beneath them to gather crawfish clinging to the
bait.

Sometimes bobbing action of the float indicated to

crawfishermen the time to raise a line.
Advanced Methods of Catching
Crawfish
The use of ’’crawfish nets” became popular with the
beginning of the crawfish industry in Louisiana in the early
1930’s.

However, because of the evolution of a trap, they

have been little used in the Basin and have always been
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purchased ready made.

The frame of the net is made of two

wires forming V ’s, whose frames meet at right angles; at
the four ends is a square piece of netting about fourteen
inches square (Plate 45).

Meat is tied in the center of

the webbing, then nets are placed in shallow water, usually
with the top of the wire frame above the water.

Crawfisher-

men usually raise the nets periodically by means of a stick
with a hook on the end.
Commercial crawfishermen now use traps of one-inch
wire poultry netting, cylindrical in shape with a funnel en
trance (Plate 46).

The other end is simply closed and kept

shut with a wire hook that can be opened for emptying. These
traps are all locally made, usually by the crawfisherman,
some member of his family, or by an older member of the com
munity.

The number used by individuals will vary from a few

dozen to more than two hundred.

In 1967 there were 70,769

such traps used in the Basin (Plaisance, June 26, 1969).
This trap evolved at an early date, soon after com
mercial exploitation of crawfish began in the Basin.

They

were first used about 1932 in the vicinity of Bayou Sorrel
(Lively, Feb. 2, 1969; and Kelly, Nov. 6, 1968).

The first

ones were modified ’’perch traps,” which were cylindrical,
with a funnel entrance, made of wooden slats, and were used
in taking small fish for bait.

This small trap resembles

the hoop net and could have evolved from it.

By the time

these traps began to be used for crawfish, they were made of
wire mesh.

Somewhat similar traps are used in other parts

Plate 45a.

Plate 45b.

A crawfish net

Crawfish net being used
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Plate 46a.
A crawfisherman making crawfish traps; note the
hat he is wearing, indicating that he is employed
at least part time in an industrial plant

Plate 46b. A crawfisherman emptying a crawfish trap through
the rear of the trap; note the slightly flattened
condition of the trap because of its being
flattened for transportion

172
of the United States (Dumont and Sundstrom, 1961:17, 51)
as well as in France (Andr6, 1960:184-85) and Germany
(Rathbun, 1889:796); but while the trap used in the Basin
is surely of independent invention, traps used in catching
crawfish were mentioned at other times in Louisiana.
"Crawfish pots” were noted in 1900 (Townsend, 1900:150),
but nothing else is known of them.

Also, in 1931 there

were eighteen recorded crawfish traps in Louisiana, all in
a lake outside the Basin (Fiedler, 1933:378), but nothing
is known of these, though they could have been perch traps
adapted to crawfish.
Since the crawfish trap is usually set in relatively
deep water in the woods, it is often referred to as a "deepwater trap" and is always placed with the funnel entrance
down current.

To mark the trap’s location, crawfishermen

sometimes use a float attached to it by twine, employing
the latter to raise it.

Other crawf ishermen use a pole with

a hook on the end, long enough to reach the swamp’s bottom
and retrieve traps (Plate 47).

Fishermen leave a blaze to

indicate a trap's location, or simply remember it.

When

transporting traps into the swamp the crawfisherman flattens
them to conserve space.

He may move the traps every two or

three weeks, each time flattening them.
daily or every other day.

They are checked

Because of rough treatment and

rusting caused by the flattening and rough manner of empty
ing the trap, it lasts at most two seasons (Plate 48).
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Plate 47a.

Plate 47b.

A crawfisherman feeling the bottom
for a crawfish trap

A crawfisherman pulling in a trap
with pole and hook

174

Plate 48. A crawfisherman’s flatboat with many flattened
crawfish traps prior to being taken into the swamp.
Note the pirogue which will be used while in the
woods; it is transported in such fashion.
The
can in the pirogue is used to put the catch
into (Plate 46b) prior to being put into
a small Sack

A new boat type has become popular in the crawfish
trade because the pirogue, first used, is too narrow and
small to afford room in which to work.

The boat developed

and now commonly used is wide, flat bottomed, with a
pointed bow and blunt stern, and propelled by a small out
board motor, usually of about eighteen horsepower (Plate
49).

This boat has many advantages for crawfishing;

it is

wide and stable; the pointed bow, which has little flare,
allows the boat to cut through water lilies (rather than
ride on top of them as it does if it has a flaring, blunt
bow); it is easily fitted with an outboard motor and planes;
and it is easily and cheaply made.

Also, the pointed bow

allows it to pass between young trees, such as willows, by
merely bending them aside, so few roads need be built.
The only area where roads are extensively used is near
Belle River, and these are old float roads.
Bait used in crawfish traps is primarily gizzard
shad, caught in vast quantities during notable spring
spawning migrations.

When spring floods begin moving

through watercourses, shad move against the current, and
are taken with dip nets from spots where the current is
narrowly confined (Plate 50).

Catches are made in many

areas, but approximately half are taken where the Atchafa
laya and Mississippi Rivers meet; there are locks here to
control movement of water into the Basin, and they are
caught in this constricted area.

Few crawfishermen catch

their own bait, but rather purchase it from the dock buying

Plate 49a.

A boat used in crawfishing; note
the trailer construction

Plate 49b.
Crawfisherman standing next to his boat; the
pole with the hook is used to locate and retrieve
crawfish traps
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Plate 50. Men using large dip nets to catch shad; the dip
nets are dragged in the water with the current, and
fish going up current are easily caught.
The man
at the left has just caught a shad.
This
photograph was taken at Donaldsonvilie,
at a spot where Bayou Lafourche is
greatly constricted.
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their crawfish.

The dock obtains the bait at about four

cents a pound, usually from men who prefer catching bait
to catching crawfish, and the dock in turn sells it at
about five cents a pound.
Other methods of catching crawfish have been tried
but found unsatisfactory.

Seines were used in rice fields

at an early date (Washburn, 1953:2) but were found unusable.
Standard minnow traps have been used, but locally made
traps are superior.
Development of the Crawfish Pond
Because of e r r a f j ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ o d u c t i o n from year to
year (Figure 16),

have been estabidea

a

appears

1770
to
The craw-fish a b o u n d T ^ ^ ^ H ^ ^ o u n t r y ; they are in every
part of the earth, and when the inhabitants chuse a
dish of them, they send to their gardens, where they
have a small pond dug for that purpose, and are sure of
getting as many as they have occasion for.
The raising of crawfish under artificial conditions
is not unique to Louisiana, for as early as 1865 crawfish
were being successfully raised in France (Soubeiran, 1865:
1249) and techniques for raising them were presented in
Germany in 1896 (Wozelka-Igalau, 1896).
The growing of crawfish under artificial conditions
for a commercial market began in Louisiana about 1946
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their crawfish.

The dock obtains the bait at about four

cents a pound, usually from men who prefer catching bait
to catching crawfish, and the dock in turn sells it at
about five cents a pound.
Other methods of catching crawfish have been tried
but found unsatisfactory.

Seines were used in rice fields

at an early date (Washburn, 1953:2) but were found unusable.
Standard minnow traps have been used, but locally made
traps are superior.
Development of the Crawfish Pond
Because of erratic crawfish production from year to
year (Figure 16), artificial impoundments have been estab
lished in order to stabilize output.

The idea of artifi

cially raising them is not new, and the first evidence of
a pond designed specifically for crawfish appears in
Louisiana in 1770.

At this time a visitor (Pittman, 1906:

34) to Louisiana commented:
The craw-fish abound in this country; they are in every
part of the earth, and when the inhabitants chuse a
dish of them, they send to their gardens, where they
have a small pond dug for that purpose, and are sure of
getting as many as they have occasion for.
The raising of crawfish under artificial conditions
is not unique to Louisiana, for as early as 1865 crawfish
were being successfully raised in France (Soubeiran,

1865:

1249) and techniques for raising them were presented in
Germany in 1896 (Wozelka-Igalau, 1896).
The growing of crawfish under artificial conditions
for a commercial market began in Louisiana about 1946
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(LaCaze, 1966:3) but did not assume importance until the
failure of the 1959 season, after which the Louisiana Legis
lature allocated $10,000 for the establishment of a pilot
crawfish farm (Pilot Crawfish Farm, 1959:9).

Following this

and the very poor 1960 production, many crawfish ponds had
been established by 1961 (Figure 15).
Financial success of pond rearing is inversely propor
tional to conditions in the Spillway.

The price of crawfish

is about fifty cents a pound at the beginning of the season,
and the ponds can usually get their product on the market at
this time for it is planned that the crawfish mature early.
If there is a poor season in the Spillway, the price of craw
fish holds at about thirty cents a pound retail, and a pond
can then be very successful financially.

However, when the

biological needs of crawfish are met within the Spillway,
the price drops to about fifteen cents a pound or less, and
those grown under artificial conditions cannot be sold at a
profit.

This happened in the 1965 season; the result was a

drop by one-third in acreage of land devoted to crawfish
production in the following year (LaCaze, 1966:3).
Crawfish ponds are located in three general areas.
Swamplands are sometimes converted into crawfish ponds,
but this is very expensive:

levees have to be built, trees

should be removed, and pumping equipment must be installed.
Ordinary farmland is sometimes used, but again, levees have
to be built and pumping equipment installed.

Most crawfish

grown under artificial conditions come from the rice-
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producing area of southwest Louisiana because there is
little investment in the utilization of rice fields for
their production:

land is already leveled, levees have

been built, and pumping equipment has been installed. Some
times crawfish are raised in conjunction with rice or the
field may be devoted exclusively to them.
Very seldom do crawfish farmers harvest their own
crop, this being done usually by swamp dwellers.

The farmer

is normally paid a set price for his crawfish, say, about
one-half of the wholesale value.

Some owners dispose of

their product and hire gatherers, paying them one-half the
wholesale value of their catch.

Crawfishermen usually pro

vide their own equipment and bait; and swamp dwellers, par
ticularly those living on the western side of the Basin, are
very active in enclosure fishing early in the season.

How

ever, once crawfish begin to appear in large numbers within
the Spillway, crawfish farmers have trouble getting their
crawfish harvested, since swamp dwellers prefer gathering
them in the wild where they get full market value for the
catch.

Within recent years much of the gathering in ponds

has been carried out by non-swamp dwellers such as farmers
in their slack season or by retired men on social security
who need an extra income.

As a result, swamp dwellers are

now beginning to regard crawfish ponds as economic threats.
Summary
Crawfish have always been utilized by men living in
the Atchafalaya Basin, but it has been only within relatively
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recent years that they have been exported from the a r e a .
The industry has grown to be the most lucrative one prac
ticed by present-day swamp dwellers because it is the one
season of the year when they can earn considerable sums of
money.
Crawfishing as an industry is unique to Louisiana.
In only a few other states do a few individuals gather
crawfish.

Some techniques followed are adaptations of

those used for other wildlife.

Others were developed

especially for crawfishing in Louisiana and are hardly
known outside the state.
Crabs
Of the many species of crabs in Louisiana coastal
waters, only one reaches the market, the ’’blue crab”
(Callinectes sapidus) , which is the same one commercially
exploited along the Eastern Seaboard.

Crabs are found

throughout coastal Louisiana and occur in the Basin as far
north as Krotz Springs.
The life cycle of crabs is quite complex.

When

ready to mate, they usually move into salty or brackish
water.

Once the eggs hatch, the young go through a series

of metamorphoses during which they do not resemble their
parents.
stage.

Only after a month do they reach a crab-like
Subsequently they grow by molting in shallow water.

Then they enter the Basin.

After a crab has freshly dis

carded its shell, it is called a "soft-shell" crab, or
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"buster.”

In other areas an active fishery has developed

concentrating on busters to be sold alive, but this industry
has not appeared in the Basin.
Development of the Crab Industry
The crab industry did not have an early start in the
Basin.

One reason was that New Orleans was the primary

market, and it was being supplied by water bodies closer to
the city (Rathbun, 1884:778).

Also, crab meat is very

perishable, and it was some time before preservation tech
niques had evolved.
The crab industry in the Basin began at Morgan City
in 1924 and became very important to the local economy by
1931 (Morgan City Review, Aug. 31, 1951).

Crabbing has

always been largely confined to the southern part of the
Basin, though there has been some exploitation throughout.
Almost all crabs sold commercially went to processing plants
where they were cooked and the meat canned.

Most of the

processing was concentrated at Morgan City, but there were
other plant locations which served the Basin.

Both fishing

and processing are still concentrated around Morgan City,
while crabs taken commercially in other areas are usually
retailed live in surrounding towns.
The crab season occurs during the warmer months, for
when the water is cool, crabs move into the depths and remain
quiet or even bury themselves in the mud on the bottom.
However, heat easily kills them, so the vast majority of
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crab fishermen ply their trade at night.

In the earlier

days large numbers of crabs were sold daily to fish-buying
boats; while some of them bought crabs as a second product,
some did this exclusively.
During the summer season crabs give trouble to
fishermen, for when they are trapped accidentally in a fish
net, they eat large holes in it, even in nylon nets, in
efforts to escape.

Therefore, in summer fishermen check

their fishing nets daily to remove crabs, especially in
areas with high crab concentrations.

Crabs caught under

such circumstances are usually thrown back into the water
but are sometimes kept for sale or home consumption.
The crab industry near Morgan City completely col
lapsed for a lack of crabs in 1951.
temporary explained,

A knowledgeable con

"Flood control structures in the area

have wrecked the environment of the crabs” (Gowanloch, 1951).
The situation was particularly harmful to those with money
invested in crab-packing plants; swamp dwellers merely
exploited other swamp products or took jobs in neighboring
towns.

In 1953 crab production began to increase (Morgan

City Review, August 21, 1953), and no similar decline has
since occurred.
Once taken, crabs are transported to the dock in
boxes which were once made by crabbers though now supplied
by the dock.

Wet green moss was formerly placed over the

catch to keep it cool until sold, but now it reaches the
dock so quickly that moss is no longer needed.

Most crabbers
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in the past have sold their catch by weight.

In earlier

times, boxes of crabs weighed 80 to 100 pounds (Morgan City
Review, Sept. 10, 1948) but now weigh closer to 150 pounds.
Prices paid for crabs have varied, from a low of one and
one-fourth cents a pound to the nine cents a pound now paid.
Crabbing Techniques
The first commercial method of catching crabs in the
Basin was with trotlines.

When trotlines, baited to catch

fish, are pulled up, crabs are often found clinging to the
bait or even to hooked fish.

Though this type of crabbing

is surely very old, the first evidence of it in Louisiana
dates from 1887 (Stearns, 1887:577); later, in 1892, crabs
were being caught with trotlines to supply the New Orleans
market (Wilkinson, 1892:406-07).
Trotlines used in crabbing were similar to trotlines
used in fishing.

A staging was employed, as well as a hook,

and the crab fisherman pulled himself along the line as he
checked it.

When a bait was reached, the crabber dipped

a dip net beneath it to catch crabs clinging to it, and
only in this last operation was there deviation from fish
ing a trotline for fish.
were redundant.

Hooks, and even the stagings,

One reason for their use was custom; but

also, old lines no longer used were set to catch crabs.
The bait most commonly used was catfish heads purchased
from the dock.

The standard trotline was the only tech

nique involved as late as 1948 (Morgan City Review, Sept.
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10, 1948); a few older swamp dwellers still use it when
crabbing for home consumption.
Beginning in the early 1 9 5 0 ’s crab fishing was
revolutionized by James Gowanloch, an official of the
Louisiana Wild Life and Fisheries Commission, who intro
duced a technique used for crabbing on the Eastern Seaboard
(Gowanloch, 1950:259; and Gowanloch, 1952:379-80).

This

technique requires a large water body for the trotline is
usually a mile or more in length.

A roller is mounted on

an outrigger on the side of a boat; as the trotline emerges
from the water and passes over the roller while the motor
slowly pushes the boat, the crab fisherman scoops up crabs
clinging to the bait as they reach the surface (Plate 51) .
Stagings and hooks cannot be used with a roller for they
are too likely to foul the roller. ' The weight used in
keeping the line on the bottom must also be flexible enough
to pass over the roller; a short chain is spliced into the
line to serve as weight (Plate 52) .
There has been a change in bait with the new tech
nique; small pieces of meat from the lips of cattle are
tied to the line, which then passes easily over the roller
(Plate 51a).

It is also necessary to have a dip net that

has little resistance when dragged in the water and from
which crabs can be removed swiftly.

As a result, a large-

mesh wire is used to form a very shallow net.

The whole

new technique of crabbing was readily accepted in the Basin.

Plate 51a.
Crab fisherman catching crabs with a trotline
and roller; note the meat tied to the line about to
go over the roller

Plate 51b. A crab being caught by a fisherman using a
trotline and roller. The funnel on the box to the
right is to allow the fisherman to fill the
boxes with crabs and not permit them
to escape.
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Plate 52. Crab fisherman with the chain
spliced into the trotline to serve
as a weight
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A wide variety of trap types is used in taking crabs
in the Basin.

One type was introduced from the Eastern Sea

board by Gowanloch in the early 1950’s (Gowanloch, 1950:
258; and Gowanloch, 1952:374), but it is complex and not
generally accepted, though it is still seen in use in areas
to the east of the Basin.

Another trap noted was one made

of wooden slats that greatly resembled a lobster pot (Plate
53), but it is being abandoned because of its weight and
awkwardness.
The trap most commonly used probably evolved from
the crawfish trap, as it greatly resembles one.

Also,

after every crawfish season, many crawfish traps are used
for crabbing, the only modification being enlargement of
the throat to allow crabs to enter.

One drawback is that

crawfish traps are too small to hold many crabs.

In the

early 1950’s crab traps were made, probably using the craw
fish trap as a model, but were larger and of heavier gauge
wire (Plate 54).
More crabs are caught in the Basin by trotlines
than by traps, for the former are more efficient.

Most

trotline crabbing is done in lakes to the north of Morgan
City, though many swamp dwellers are now going to coastal
waters, remaining there for two or three days.

The only

place in which traps are popular in the Basin is in the
southwestern portion, though old crawfish traps used for
crabs may be found in other areas, particularly in the
southeast.
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Plate 53.

Crab traps that resemble lobster pots

Plate 54a. Crab traps constructed of heavy-gauge wire.
The one in the foreground has been tarred.

Plate 54b. Another crab trap of heavy-gauge wire
construction.
The wire container in the
bottom of the trap is to hold the bait.
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Summary
Crabbing is another of the swamp occupations followed
in the Atchafalaya Basin.

While it started relatively late,

it became important to swamp dwellers living in the southern
portion of the study area.

While the industry was orig

inally based on folk techniques evolved within the area,
there have been introductions of crabbing techniques used
on the Eastern Seaboard.
Frogs
Frogs commonly exploited in the Atchafalaya Basin
are the bullfrog (Rana catesbeiana) and the Southern bull
frog (Rana grylio) , with the former the larger and more
important commercially.

The two are similar in appearance

except for the underside; here the bullfrog is a yellowishwhite color, while the Southern bullfrog reveals a black,
yellowish, and brown pattern.
The word for bullfrog in Louisiana-French, as well
as in the Huron and Iroquois languages, is ouaouaron, imi
tative of the bullfrog’s call.

It was adopted by the

Canadian French and by them brought to Louisiana (Read,
1963:98).

The proper French word for frog is grenouille

but in Louisiana this refers only to small green frogs.
As is well known, frogs go through three stages:
egg, tadpole, and adult.

Approximately two years after

birth they are large enough to be gathered.
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The Frog Industry
Widely eaten in Europe, particularly in France,
frogs were also consumed in Louisiana by early French set
tlers.

Dumont commented upon the "monstrous” size of frogs

in the New World, saying that they ’’are excellent and not
only are the legs eaten but also the entire body.

Only

the inner parts are thrown away and yet, sometimes the
slaves feast on that" (Dumont, 1753, Vol. 1:103).

Among

persons of French descent, it is still common to eat both
body and legs.
The first large market for frogs in Louisiana was
New Orleans (Tulian, 1914:103), supplied by swamps near the
city.

By 1916 the frog industry had begun at Morgan City

(Morgan City Review, Aug. 31, 1951) and therefore in the
Atchafalaya Basin, where it quickly assumed importance.
One informant, owner of a dock during this early period, at
the height of each frog season had five boats traveling
through the Basin exclusively buying frogs (Loeb, Dec. 7,
1968); he handled about a thousand pounds daily.

Most

frogs were then dressed in Morgan City and shipped for
human consumption, though a small number were sold to bio
logical laboratories.
In 1922 the Basin produced 216,912 pounds of frogs,
while the remainder of the Mississippi Valley produced only
14,849 pounds (Sette, 1925:197).

By 1931 frog production

in the Basin reached 451,056 pounds (Fiedler, 1933:422).
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Soon after commercial exploitation of frogs began,
concern was expressed regarding supposed excess exploitation.
In 1918 Viosca (1918:162) stated:
Of late another enemy has appeared in the shape of
man— the commercial frog hunter, who, not content with
only the large species, gathers successively smaller
and smaller sizes until today, in view of the lessen
ing numbers of the bullfrogs, it seems that some sort
of legislation should be enacted to protect these
young ones that are taken before they reach the state
when they may reproduce and thus offset the enormous
toll taken of their numbers.
However, concern was still being voiced in 1930, when it
was commented that ’’the unrestricted hunting of frogs
threatens their practical extinction, where there is an
abundance, and shipping facilities are at hand” (Leovy,
1930:60).

At this time the harvest began in early February,

continuing into the height of the season in April and May,
the breeding season.

Very soon after this, a closed season

was established on frogging during April and May.
There was justification for this concern.

The year

1936 saw the greatest recorded take of frogs in Louisiana,
a total of 2,750,000 pounds (Department of Conservation,
1938:103).

Since that time there has been a decline; in

1966 only 37,300 pounds of frogs were produced in the entire
state (Department of Wild Life and Fisheries, 1968:18).
The reason for the dramatic decline was the destruction
of suitable habitats . Because of drainage, flood control,
and

other

such

activities

for

frogs

have

decreased

by

man,

greatly;

areas
the

suitable

Spillway

today
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provides the best remaining environment for their propaga
tion in Louisiana.
There have been few changes in the frog industry
since 1916.

Originally they were sold in three sizes:

jumbo, medium, and small.

Gatherers were paid by the dozen.

The price varied but averaged $1.50 to $3 a dozen.
the 1940’s they have been sold by weight.

Since

The price paid

froggers has been about thirty cents a pound, but in 1968
the price jumped to seventy-five cents a pound, a real
stimulus to frog gatherers.
The industry is still important.

The first day of

the season, June first, finds a large number of swamp
dwellers frogging.

Intensive exploitation continues for

only about two weeks, or until all frogs easily taken have
been removed.

The only surviving frogs will be in inacces

sible areas, so most swamp dwellers turn to other occupa
tions.

Catahoula (Figure 7) is particularly known for its

frog gatherers who take frogs the year round, except for
the closed season and the more lucrative crawfish season.
Development of Frogging Techniques
Being nocturnal, frogs are always taken at night.
They are relatively easy to find for the call of the bull
frog can be heard for about a half mile, the call of the
Southern bullfrog from half that distance.

It is not known

how frogs were caught in early French Louisiana.
since the late 1800's have modern

Only

methods emerged.

One

most important element is the employment of an artificial
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light.

Lamps equipped with a glass to magnify the light

were used first; batteries and spotlights were employed
when available.

Light renders a frog’s eyes luminous from

over 100 yards.

The frogs are then easily approached and

gathered.
The oldest method of frogging is with bare hands.
Froggers walk in shallow water near the bank, shining their
light toward it, for frogs are often on the banks.

When a

frogger sees a frog's eyes, without making undue noise he
picks up the frog.

Another early and popular method of

frogging was with gigs or spears, many of the earlier ones
made of straightened fish hooks.

This method was not as

efficient as bare hands, but the gig provided considerable
reach and permitted the user to work from a boat.

Both

techniques were widely used, but today only the former is
employed.
Since gigging of frogs will often kill or seriously
injure them, the gig was made illegal in 1932 in order to
protect undersized frogs.
replace the gig.
as a "grab."

Two devices became popular to

One was the "frog grab," commonly known

By 1931 there were 1,771 grabs recorded in

the Basin (Fiedler, 1933:417).

Fiedler (1933:421-22) stated

that all frogs taken then were with grabs, but one may wonder
if this was the case.

Swamp dwellers do not particularly

like grabs because they are inefficient as sold and legally
used and must be modified to an illegal form before they
% 29
make acceptable tools (Plate 55).

Plate 55a.
How the teeth of a frog grab are made
overlap (left). The grab on the right shows the
rounded and non-overlapping teeth
legally approved.

Plate 55b.

A legal frog grab cocked for use

197
A second popular frog-catching device is a small
net on the end of a long pole (Plate 56), which became
popular in the 1930’s.
cannot be bought.

The nets are always homemade and

They are used in essentially the same

manner as are grabs.

Nets are used at night, and they are

dropped over frogs which then leap into the small closed
end.

While grabs may be used when a frog is either in or

out of the w a t e r , the net can be used only when he is out
of the w a t e r .
The boat used varies according to conditions.
outboard motor is commonly employed.

An

It does not frighten

frogs unless there is an abrupt change in its sound, such
as when the motor suddenly stops and the quietness alerts
the frogs.

For frogging in woods, a pirogue is used.

To

hold the frogs a sack is used, the opening of which is
placed around a wooden box with a trap door at one end,
making escape impossible (Plate 57).
Summary
Frogs are another resource of the Atchafalaya Basin
that has been used by man, though their commercial exploita
tion is relatively recent.

There was no technological

advance which allowed frogs to be exploited;
was the result of demand by an urban market.
is still largely based on folk techniques.

instead, it
The industry
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Plate 56a.

Close-up view of a frog net; all such
nets are locally made

Plate 56b. Frog net mounted on a pole; it is
leaning against a small truck typical
of those used by gatherers of
swamp products
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a
Plate 57a. A wooden box and sack used to hold the catch
of frogs. When a frog is released in the box
it will jump into the sack.

Plate 57b. A wooden box similar to the one above except
that the opening is kept closed with rubber
from a tire tube
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Other Industries
Fur Industry
The fur industry was very important to Louisiana
during the era of French control (Surrey, 1916:335-66),
when vast quantities of fur moved down the Mississippi
River to New Orleans for transshipment to Europe.

However,

there was no emphasis upon trapping as a livelihood then
within what is now Louisiana.
Within the Basin the fur industry has been an impor
tant winter occupation since white habitation; an indica
tion of this was the 5,340 steel traps counted there in
1894 (Smith, 1898:540).

A pelt is a valuable, relatively

nonperishable item, so its movement from the Basin did not
have to await development of the fish-buying tow-car,
although considerable quantities were sold to fish-buying
boats.
While the industry was important locally, production
was relatively insignificant compared to the great quanti
ties of pelts taken from the coastal marshes of Louisiana.
Conditions in the Basin, with extreme ranges in water level,
are not ideal for fur production.

Many swamp dwellers

even abandon the Basin to trap in coastal marshes during
winter months, although the movement has declined during
the past few years because of poor fur prices.
The fur industry in the Basin until the 1950’s was
largely oriented toward the muskrat (Ondatra zibethicus
rivalicius).

First evidence of their use as pelts in
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Louisiana was in 1700, when Indians along the Mississippi
River were seen wearing muskrat robes (Thwaites, 1900,
Vol. 65:153).

However, the muskrat was not mentioned by

either Dumont or du Pratz, so it could not have been con
spicuously numerous in the early eighteenth century.
Now few muskrats are taken, and the industry is based
upon nutria (Myocastor coypus)

introduced from Argentina

into the marshes of South Louisiana in 1937 by E. A.
Mclllhenny, whence they have spread throughout the Basin.
Two other important animals taken for their pelts are mink
(Mustela vison vulgivaga) and raccoon (Procyon lotor lotor) .
Within recent years the meat of trapped animals has
become a commercial commodity used in the manufacture of
pet food.

Prices paid for the meat are low, usually three

cents a pound.

It has long been common to sell raccoons

in neighboring towns to Negroes for food.

In marketing

raccoons, at least one leg is left unskinned to prove to
the purchaser that he is buying that animal and not some
other.
There have been very few changes in the trapping
industry in the Basin, as traps have not shown appreciable
improvement in over a century.

The main difference is

that, because of the large numbers of canals, most trapping
today is done from a boat along the edges of waterways,
whereas in the past trappers walked trap lines through the
swamp.

A trapper now rides slowly along the water's edge

looking for signs of animals coming to the bank to drink,
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and sets his traps at those places (Plate 58).

If the

tracks are those of mink or raccoon, the trap is baited
with a piece of meat on a stick set about a foot above the
trap.

With other animals the trap is unbaited, but camou

flaged, usually with moss.

The season today extends from

December first to February twenty-eighth.

Trappers have

no regard for property rights in the swamp, but in the
coastal marsh a share of the money earned must be paid to
the landholder.
Turtle Industry
Turtles are today commonly seen throughout Louisiana.
They were apparently quite scarce during the early days of
French control, for du Pratz (1758, Vol. 2:100) commented
upon their rarity.

However, their food value, both for

the flesh and eggs, was not lost upon the French (Dumont,
1753, Vol. 1:101-02).
Commercial movement of turtles from the Basin began
about 1900 (Carline, Feb. 18, 1969).

Previously, French-

speakers of the region undoubtedly made use of turtles as
food when possible, but they were unimportant in the diet.
Turtles, usually the common snapping turtle (Chelydra ser
pentina serpentina) and the alligator snapping turtle
(Macrochelys temminckii) , locally called "loggerhead,”
were

bought by fish-buying boats and taken tied on the

deck live to the market.

However, handling of turtles was

both hard and dangerous, and prices were never very good,

Plate 58a.

A trapper removing a nutria
from a trap

Plate 58b. Trapper standing next to his trap,
indicating how the trap is set along
the watercourse
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so few swamp dwellers dealt in them.

They were also

unpopular with operators of fish-buying boats.
The first evidence of turtles transported from the
Basin was in 1922 (Sette, 1925:197).

In that year, 12,867

pounds of turtle were taken commercially in the area, and
in 1931, 22,806 pounds (Fiedler, 1933:421).
of turtles for food is inconsequential today.

Exploitation
31

Early accounts do not explain fully how turtles were
taken in the Basin.

In. 1922 (Sette, 1925:244) 10,227 pounds

were caught on lines, and 2,640 pounds by ’’dip nets, etc.,”
but the value of the latter was six times that of the
former.

In 1931 haul seines were recorded as the implement

most used in taking turtles

(Fiedler, 1933:421), when

19,359 pounds were taken with seines, 1,499 with trotlines,
1,500 with hoop nets, and 448 with grabs.
Accounts by informants are in conflict with the
statistical information cited above; they likely are more
representative of the true situation.

There are several

summer methods for taking turtles, one used formerly
involved a hook and a piece of wire used as the line.
Fresh meat was placed on the hook, though sometimes livebait was used, and it was set on the bottom.

But the more

common method still employed is with hoop nets; usually a
regular hoop net is used, though nets specifically designed
for taking turtles may be purchased.

The nets are baited

with fresh meat, placed high along the shore with the
throat downstream and at least a part of the tails of the
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nets above water.

If this last step is not followed, the

turtle either dies or fights its way through the net in
order to get oxygen at the surface.
During winter months turtles hibernate and must be
taken by another method.

Swamp dwellers look for spots

where they may be located and, using a pole with a sharp
heavy iron hook, probe beneath the surface.
is felt, it is pulled out with the hook.

When a turtle

During winter

turtles are inactive and usually offer little resistance.
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Taking of baby green turtles sold as pets and novel
ties is more important today than the taking of turtles for
food.

This industry began in 1933 with the Chicago W o r l d ’s

Fair (Schoffman, 1949:143); primarily involved is the red-,
eared turtle (Pseudemys scripta elegans) .
During early years all baby turtles were gathered
in the wild from the edges of water bodies, with some swamp
dwellers gathering them at night with the aid of a light.
However, it was not long before turtle eggs were being
gathered and taken home for hatching, a practice still done
by a few.
During the 1940’s entrepreneurs in the Atchafalaya
Basin began raising turtles in artificial impoundments.
The practice was not new, as Japanese had developed tech
niques of turtle raising long before (Coker, 1906); by 1937
turtles were being exported from the Basin to turtle farms
elsewhere (Jacobi, 1937:9).

However, indications are that

many of the techniques used in this industry were developed
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locally through a trial and error process.

Turtles used

for breeding stock are taken with hoop nets.

Atchafalaya

Spillway construction greatly lowered turtle population
outside the Spillway, and gathering of wild specimens is
confined to within that area.
Most turtle-pond activity is concentrated near
Pierre Part.

Ponds are dug to a depth of several feet,

with most situated along the swamp's edge to the rear of
the natural levee.

The ponds are surrounded by metal

fences to prevent escape (Plate 59).

Some dry ground for

egg-laying is left accessible to the turtles.
Female turtles lay eggs from the first of May to
the latter part of July, deposit them in a small hole dug
with their rear legs, and leave them camouflaged.

A young

female lays once a year, while an older one lays several
clutches but fewer eggs each time.
from five to twenty.

The number laid varies

They are gathered daily by the pond

owner, and must be incubated right side up, as laid by the
mother, or they will not hatch.

The eggs are usually

placed in containers in a sandy soil, which are commonly
in a small, waist high, tin-covered shed (Plate 60).

In

cubation period is from sixty to ninety days; the warmer
and sunnier, the sooner eggs hatch.

After hatching, baby

turtles are gathered, washed, and allowed to dry.

They are

sold for about twenty to thirty cents apiece; it is possible
for single producers to market up to 60,000 a year.
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Plate 59. A turtle pond enclosed with metal to keep the
turtles within the pond. Turtle heads are seen
protruding from the water.
The two ramps on
the far side of the pond lead to dry
ground, used for egg laying.

a
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Plate 60a.

Plate 60b.

Typical sheds constructed for the hatching
of turtles in Pierre Part

Hatched baby green turtles being removed
from the shed
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In the early 1960’s an outbreak of salmonella in
Canada was traced to baby turtles produced in the vicinity
of Pierre Part (Schafer, Aug. 29, 1968).

Most food fed to

turtles is aquatic vegetation gathered in bayous, but con
siderable quantities of fish refuse from fish docks were
also fed to turtles.

It was believed that this latter

practice caused the salmonella outbreak.

It was therefore

agreed upon by turtle producers that none would feed animal
remains to turtles, though this is still done by a few.
Alligator Industry
At the time of European contact, alligators (Alli
gator mississippiensis) were common throughout southern
Louisiana, and their numbers were noted by most early
visitors.

Indians of Louisiana made use of alligators,

eating their flesh and using oil from the animals for
medicinal purposes (Dyer, 1917).
Soon after spring mating, female alligators begin
construction of a large elaborate nest of vegetation.
There forty to sixty eggs are laid and covered with more
vegetation.

The eggs are incubated by the heat generated

by the sun and by decomposition of vegetable matter.

They

hatch in August or September, and the young remain with
the mother for about three and a half years.

A year or

two later, when about five feet in length, they breed for
the first time.
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Alligators’ greatest enemy is man; because of him,
few are left.

Many early accounts record how travelers

passing through an area inhabited by alligators sat on the
fronts of boats with guns, killing them for sheer fun.
Alligators were of some significance in the Louisiana
economy at an early date.

When indigo was the major crop

in the state, oil from alligators was added to kettles to
prevent the boiling juice from overflowing during process
ing, and later when steam engines were used, alligator oil
was used as an engine lubricant (Audubon, 1827:277).

Two

other alligator products were its musk and ivory from its
teeth (True, 1884:146).
However, the most important product from alligators
has always been their hides.

As early as 1814 the number

of alligators in Louisiana had noticeably declined because
of exploitation for hides (Brackenridge, 1814:818), as well
as the killing of the animal for sport.

Fashions required

alligator hides for shoes, boots, belts, and the like, and
the result was slaughter of the animals.

The earliest of

a series of fads based on alligator hides developed prior
to 1827 (Audubon, 1827:271).

Later, in the 1850's alli-

gator-hide articles became fashionable in Paris, and even
after the fad had passed, alligators were being killed in
Louisiana because the news was slow in reaching hunters.
Another ’’immense” fad developed by the 1890's (Wilkinson,
1892:399) and objects of alligator skin are still popular.
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There are few accounts of alligators taken commer
cially in the Basin, though the total number of the animals
living in the region was tremendous.

The first evidence

of hides exported from the Basin was in 1894, when 25,070
were shipped, almost half the entire Louisiana production
(Smith, 1898:542).

In 1922, 12,372 alligator hides were

taken in the Basin (Sette, 1925:197), and although the 1922
harvest was half the take of 1894, it was over six times
as valuable.
As a result of depredations, alligator populations
have declined almost to the vanishing point.

As an indi

cation of a slaughter accomplished by only a few men, three
men near Morgan City in 1877 killed a total of 9,000 alli
gators (Attakapas Register, March 16, 1878).
authority commented:

In 1926 an

"The toll taken of this saurian has

been so terrific during the past few years, particularly
during the drought season of 1924 and 1925, that it will
be but a year or two when this characteristic inhabitant
of our swamps, marshes and bayous, will have practically
disappeared"

(Arthur, 1926:174).

Alligator hunters often take any and all alligators
found, even relatively small ones, because most hunting is
at night when size is not easily discernible.
gators thus are taken before breeding.

Many alli

An example of this

is a 1918 account (Arthur, 1918:97), showing that there
were almost twice as many alligators of four feet or less
in length taken than those of breeding size five feet and over.
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Unfortunately, alligators were not legally protected
in Louisiana until the 1960’s, though by this late date few
were left.

Legal protection has not prevented their con

tinued exploitation because of the high price paid for
scarce hides and because neighboring states have not also
passed protective legislation; poachers may legally sell
their illegally taken hides in these neighboring states.
Within the Basin alligators exist only in isolated areas,
and have not been widely hunted for about twenty years,
though some poaching is still practiced.
Not all swamp dwellers took part in alligator hunt
ing.

In every community there were only two or three men

willing to hunt alligators during summer months because it
was a nighttime activity and skinning and preparing hides
was a messy and smelly job.

As an example of this, at

Bayou Chene only one man, Mr. Charles Bunch, actively took
part in this activity in the early part of the twentieth
century (Bunch, Oct. 6, 1968; and Carline, Nov. 9, 1968).
While there are several methods used in taking alli
gators, the oldest and most common in the Basin is to shoot
the animal; guns were the only implement used according to
a 1922 report (Sette, 1925:244).

With this procedure,

the hunter goes at night in his boat equipped with gun,
axe, and a light source.

Alligators are nocturnal and

their eyes luminous, and as long as the light is kept on
their eyes, they do not evade the hunter.

They are then

shot at close range and seized before sinking, after which
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the axe is used to cut through the spine to prevent the
tail from moving after it is dragged to the shore or into
the boat; it is the alligator’s thrashing tail that poses
the greatest danger to the hunter.

Another method mentioned

by swamp dwellers but never widely practiced was fishing
for the animal with a piece of meat on a large hook on a
stout twine or wire (Plate 61).

The bait was placed just

above the water surface; alligators caught on the hook were
dispatched in the morning.
Another method of taking alligators was "poling,”
and in this technique a sound imitative of alligators was
used in luring them from their holes (Arthur, 1918:184; and
Reno, 1954:2-3).

However, this method appears to be prac

ticed only in the coastal marsh, and while some swamp
dwellers are familiar with the technique through their trap
ping activities in the marsh, it is not practiced in the
Basin.
Bee Industry
In spite of being well aware of the presence of bees
and their products in Louisiana, early French inhabitants
did not make use of them (Dumont, 1753, Vol. 1:115).

How

ever, since bee trees were abundantly scattered throughout
Louisiana, it was only a matter of time before they were
exploited.
The industry in the Basin has been significant for
some time.

For 1876 there is mention of thirteen barrels

Plate 61.

View of a young alligator taken on a
hook-and-line
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of honey and 3,200 pounds of wax shipped from Morgan City
(Bentley, 1876:10).

Though there was always a sale for all

wax that could be gathered, honey was initially of little
importance.

It began to be sold by swamp dwellers of the

Basin only in the 1890’s; prior to that date when wax was
gathered, honey was usually thrown away (Carline, Feb. 18,
1969; and Walker, Sept. 12, 1968).
The gathering of honey and wax was usually a summer
and fall occupation.

Individuals traveled through the

swamp expressly looking for bee trees, while some trees were
found by fishermen while fishing during high water.

Loca

tion of the trees was noted, so that during the following
low water the discoverers returned to fell the trees and
remove honey and wax.
Bee culture developed in the Basin by the end of
the nineteenth century.

In 1899 apiaries were noted in the

southern portion of the Basin, prominently displayed with
beehives set on scaffolding or posts to raise them above
high water (Evermann, 1899:291).

Beekeeping also developed

in the northern end of the Basin, certainly by 1900.

Few

swamp dwellers were willing to enter this pursuit, but
those who did often had several hundred hives each (Winters,
1939:64; and Bernard, Sept. 17, 1968).

Bee keeping is still

an important industry, particularly on the western side of
the Basin, and the swamp is still a good area for bees as
there is little problem with insecticides.
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Hunting Activities
Hunting has always been an important activity in the
Atchafalaya Basin because game has always been abundant.

33

Old-timers continually mention the former abundance of
game, saying that one had simply to walk out his back door
to kill enough squirrels for a meal.

However, large mar

kets such as New Orleans were too distant to be supplied
by the Basin, and though a few deer and wild ducks were sold
in surrounding towns, their sale was of only minor signifi
cance as an income to swamp dwellers.

Market hunting has

generally not been practiced since about 1900.
Hunting, however, has always provided the local
inhabitants with an important part of their diet, partic
ularly during winter months.

Even as late as 1937, game

daily provided the principal dish at two of the meals during
hunting season (Jacobi, 1937:30).

Game is of less impor

tance to the diet of swamp dwellers today, but hunting is
still very much a part of their lives.

When the season

opens, men enjoy hunting deer, squirrels, feral pigs, rab
bits, ducks, and other game.
Many men hunt out of season, particularly before it
starts, and also hunt illegal game.

Any such activity is

termed ’’outlawing” by the swamp dwellers; both fishing and
hunting abuses are important outlaw activities.

A game

warden in one of the communities claims to have arrested
almost every man in the village at least once for a hunting
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violation.

The game illegally taken most often is probably

the night heron (Nycticorax nycticorax naevius and
Nyctanassa violacea) , known to French-speakers as gros-bec,
a night feeder taken at dawn or dusk.
Poaching continues because swamp dwellers see no
reason why they should change their habit of hunting and
taking what they can use.

They resent the coming of sport

hunters from surrounding towns and do not think they should
restrict their hunting, which provides for a significant
part of their diet, just to conserve game for outsiders.
The problem is complicated by the decline in amount of game,
a result of increased hunting pressure from the increase in
numbers of both swamp dwellers and sportsmen.

Swamp dwel

lers may or may not be somewhat justified in their thinking,
but they should at least be understood.

NOTES TO CHAPTER III
•^The death of a fisherman who supplied the New Iberia
market was noted by the Plantersf Banner, May 18, 1870.
2It is strange that these people did not preserve
fish.
Indians preserved fish and traded them to inland
tribes (Swanton, 1946:737).
However, white folk always
considered nature unfailingly abundant; tomorrow’s meal
could be acquired tomorrow. The federal government encour
aged smoking of fish (Carlander, 1954:54-55), and a federal
agent lived at Atchafalaya for several months encouraging
the practice (Bernard, Sept. 17, 1968).
The local people
knew of smoking, but, except for a little smoked garfish
and paddlefish sold in neighboring towns, no real trade
developed for the product.
This attitude is still prevalent
today, as few swamp dwellers have home gardens or think of
the future.
The use of deep-freeze refrigerators is chang
ing this viewpoint rather rapidly.
2These fish-buying boats also served as stores and
supplied swamp dwellers with many of their needs.
^Gregory (1966:9) states that tow-cars were pulled
by rowers, but this was true for only a short time and must
have involved very small tow-cars for large ones were just
too bulky and heavy for oarsmen to control.
5Fish that are cleaned are referred to as ’’dressed,”
while fish freshly caught are ’’rough.”
®Some informants claim that if dough balls are used
as bait, buffalofish can be taken on hook-and-line.
^ ’’Blazing” is the marking of a tree trunk with a
hatchet, though the word now refers to any distinguishing
man-made sign.
To fish ’’blind” is to fish with no mark to
indicate the presence of the tackle. Blazing of trees is
an old practice in the Atchafalaya Basin.
During the log
ging era they were used on roads in the woods to aid loggers
in finding their way out of the swamps.
If a logger saw a
blaze on a tree near a road, and above the blaze was a large
notch, he knew if he followed the road in the direction
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of the notch it would lead him to a watercourse, rather
than deeper into
the swamp.
®There
are used by a
tively narrow
boats are not

is
one exception to this rule. Aluminum boats
few crawfishermen since these boats are rela
and can be used in swamps.
However, aluminum
particularly good for this task.

^The convex bank in this study will refer to the
inner bank in a bend of the river. The other side ofthe
stream is termed
the concave bank (Russell, 1967:9).
■^Swanton (1946:819) believed these Indians lived
largely on a fish diet, whereas Mclntire (1958:44) believed
shellfish was the major food wherever it was abundant.
Shellfish were plentiful and several large middens support
this latter theory and might explain lack of interest in
advanced fishing techniques. Another possible reason for
the lack of modern fishing techniques was the large number
of alligators in the Basin during the Indian era; the few
alligators in the Carolinas were very destructive to fishing
weirs (Lawson, 1709:126-27).
^ S t a g i n g s were never tarred.
If a staging was tarred
it would be too stiff and thus would not work properly.
l^Some persons have heard the word
reference to a trotline in the Basin, as
ligne, which means line. These words do
particular type of trotline but have the
palanque.

drague used in
well as simply
not refer to any
same meaning as

■^Along the edges of streams similar lines are some
times used, but they are usually termed ’’pole lines,”
because they are tied to poles shoved into the bank.
Some
French-speakers will refer to these also as ”bush lines.”
l^There is quite a bit of abandoned fishing gear
strewn throughout the Atchafalaya Basin.
When fishermen
encounter any of their fishing gear damaged and they do not
think it worth their time to repair it, they simply abandon
it. Also, most trotlines are discarded after little use.
l^Mr. Bernard of Atchafalaya said that after he saw
snag lines used on the Red River, he introduced the tech
nique to fishermen on the Atchafalaya (Bernard, Sept. 17,
1968).
An informant at Butte la Rose thought it was brought
into the area by a Mr. Carter (Boudreaux, Oct. 10, 1968),
and a Catahoula informant thought the idea was introduced
into that area by Mr. Wills (Blanchard, Oct. 21, 1968).
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a.

Smith was wrong in listing 289 "fyke net fisher
men" in the Atchafalaya Basin in 1894 (Smith, 1898:538).
There were only 415 hoop nets there at the time according
to his figures, less than two apiece. The fishermen must
have been using hoop nets for taking bait, and the same is
true of the twenty-six "cast-net fishermen." Fishermen
could not really be categorized according to the tackle
used for very few were so specialized.
•^Both of these terms have been used for hoop nets
in the upper Mississippi River system.
Carlander (1954:61)
mentioned hoop nets called buffalo nets, and Townsend
(1902:678) wrote that hoop nets were called bait nets
because "it was formerly the custom of the fishermen to use
bait in them."
l®The word "set" refers to a spot in which a net is
placed.
If a hoop net catches large amounts of fish at one
spot, that set will be used year after year by the fisher
man who originally discovered i t .
19"WingS" are known in the Atchafalaya Basin but are
not used often because they are illegal.
They consist of a
hoop net with two leads woven into the front of the net,
and they are used placed out from the front of the hoop net
at forty-five degree angles.
This gear is termed a "wing
n e t ."
20

Jugger pole is the common term in the Illinois
River (Cobb, Feb. 19, 1969), but one fisherman from Arkansas
referred to it as a "staub-driver" (Story, Feb. 17, 1969).
0*1

While many fishing techniques have been introduced
into the Basin by fishermen from the Mississippi River sys
tem, the roundup seine has not been introduced into northern
waters.
There the only method used by fishermen in seining
the middle of a lake is to use a lead as a backdrop and pull
a seine to it, as they would pull a seine to shore.
^ W h e n e v e r fishermen add to a purchased net, such as
putting the top and bottom line on a seine or hoops on a
hoop n et, the procedure is termed "hanging" the n e t .
OO

Gill nets are used at night because that is when
fish are feeding, moving around, and less likely to see the
net. When they are reset the following evening, their
position is usually changed.
Removing the net from the
water also allows the net to be cleaned and protects it
from sport fishermen who might inadvertently ruin the net
by passing over it with a boat and outboard motor.
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^ B a l e s of moss have always varied greatly in
weight. At the present time the average bale is 110
pounds.
In 1883 moss was baled in weights of 200 pounds
(New-Orleans Price-Current and Commercial Intelligencer,
May 26, 1883).
33Until recent years moss was also gathered in
Florida.
There is evidence for this region that curing may
have evolved from the retting technique.
It was probably
not diffused from Louisiana, for curing of moss was known
in Florida as early as 1792 (Bartram, 1792:86).
Also, in
Florida a "pitting” technique is used (Shoemaker, 1958:910) which is strikingly similar to the tank retting method.
Also, the word "retting" is used in reference to the curing
of moss (Selle, July 30, 1968).
26This is the last moss gin in existence since the
last moss gin in Florida ceased operations in 1965 (Selle,
July 30, 1968).
^Indicative of poor statistics are comments by two
very knowledgeable observers. Gowanloch estimated that
only ten percent of the total 1950 crawfish harvest was
reported (Gowanloch, 1952:384).
In 1960 Viosca reported
that considerable more crawfish were handled at Henderson
than was reported for the entire state (Viosca, 1960:137).
28viosca in 1961 (Viosca, 1961:19) refers to this
as a new method which was devised for use in artificial
impoundments, but it is actually quite old.
29it is illegal to use a device to catch frogs that
breaks the skin of the animal.
It is difficult to judge
the size of frogs when they are taken since they are hunted
at night. The law therefore requires the releasing of
undersized frogs uninjured.
Pointed grabs will usually
break the skin, but they would not work properly unless
they did, so the fact is usually overlooked by local game
wardens.
30Jacobi (1937:34) stated that the men from Pierre
Part must pay about a quarter of every dollar earned for
the right to set their traps on leased land, but this
probably referred to the marsh, as in the swamps very little
attention is ever paid to property rights.
31Gresham (1963:6) in an emotional article stated
that in 1962 almost a quarter of a million pounds of turtle
meat were taken in the Atchafalaya Basin.
The writer does
not believe this can possibly be a realistic figure.
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3%jOcal inhabitants of the Atchafalaya Basin have
no term for this activity, but in the Mississippi River
system it is known as "noodling."
33A s an indication of the abundance of game in the
early days, one sportsman in 1853 killed 125 bears in the
vicinity of Bayous Maringouin and Grosse Tete (Southern
Sentinel, Dec. 23, 1853).

CHAPTER IV
ANNUAL CYCLE OF EVENTS
There is a very definite annual cycle of events
followed by swamp dwellers of the Atchafalaya Basin.

A

better comprehension of the region and the relationship of
man to environment may be achieved by an understanding of
the annual round of activities.
There are several factors influencing the cycle,
many of which are imposed by nature, such as an early or
late flood, a drought, a warm spring, and the like.
tant also is site:

Impor

some areas have particular resources,

while other do not, and swamp dwellers usually exploit
local resources if possible.

However, the major factor

influencing the annual cycle has been time:

as new resources

were exploited, swamp dwellers were given choices as to
which they would use.

Figure 17 illustrates changes in

the annual cycle for three time periods.
A discussion of the annual round of events should
begin with the spring season and its annual flood.

Water

begins to rise in late January, and high-water stages gen
erally prevail until the latter part of May.

The period

of high water has always been considered a time of pros
perity, and it has always been a time of intense activity.
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During earlier years the primary work during high
water was fishing in the woods for catfish.

Vast quantities

were caught on trotlines during this, the main fishing sea
son.

The only other industry of importance at the time was

the floating out of timber from the swamp.

However, few

swamp dwellers gave up their independence as catfishermen
to do the hard work involved with swamping; therefore most
labor was brought into the swamp to fill the requirements
of logging.
Beginning about 1930 there was a slow and gradual
change, as the center of springtime activity shifted from
catfish to crawfish.
change.

There was a variety of reasons for the

One was the declining catches of catfish, as most

of the larger ones had been caught and the use of illegal
shocking machines further depleted the supply.

During this

period roads were being extended into the Basin, allowing
easier and quicker communication with neighboring towns;
outboard motors bringing faster transportation began to be
used; a large market for crawfish developed in neighboring
towns; and better techniques for taking crawfish evolved.
As a result, crawfishing is today the major springtime
activity in the Atchafalaya Spillway.
Springtime is still the season of most intense
activity in the Basin; moss can be gathered most easily,
fish are more plentiful, and crawfish mature and can be
taken in quantity.

However, since so much money is made
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in the crawfish industry, it becomes the major occupation
as all other activities are halted.
With the passing of time, there has also been a
change of activities in the summer months.

During the

early days of commercial exploitation of wildlife in the
Basin, these months were usually a time of idleness.

Gen

erally speaking, fishing was not very good, particularly
during the early era when only catfish were exploited.
Many of the men at the time worked for lumber companies,
particularly after the 1 8 9 0 ’s, when new techniques allowed
lumbering activities even during low water.

After the be

ginning of buffalofish exploitation, some men worked seines
which usually belonged to fish docks.

Lumbering and

buffalofishing with seines were not particularly liked
because the swamp dweller had to work for someone else.
One summer occupation which allowed much individual freedom
was alligator hunting, but few desired this messy and smelly
activity.

With the development of the frog industry and

later the crab industry, greater flexibility was allowed in
activities.

However, frogs and crabs are not evenly dis

tributed throughout the Basin.

Crabbing activities are con

centrated in the southern end, particularly in the lakes.
Frogging is important almost everywhere; but presently it
lasts but a month before resources decline and other activ
ities are sought.

These several summer activities are not

the only alternatives open to residents of the Basin, as
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they may also fish with hoop nets or trotlines deep in the
main channels of the river, gather moss along the edges of
bayous and lakes, gather turtles, or simply give up the
gathering life to acquire jobs in neighboring towns.
In autumn other activities are followed.

When tem

peratures drop in late September, crabs can no longer be
taken and catfishing begins to improve.

Fishing becomes

the primary activity at this time of the year, though here
again personal preferences and localized availability of
products may result in exploitation of other resources.
In winter there is again a shift in emphasis.

Trap

ping season starts in early December and lasts until the
end of February.
remains important.

Fishing with trotlines and hoop nets
Hunting during this season often occu

pies much of the time.

When water begins to rise in the

swamp, there is fishing in the woods.
gathering of moss.

There is also some

By March the crawfish begin to mature

and the cycle begins again.

The fall and winter seasons

have not experienced so many changes in resources exploited
as spring and summer.
At the present time swamp dwellers have a degree of
flexibility in resources which they exploit.

Many, for

personal reasons, have preferences which dictate which
resource is exploited and how it is done.

For these reasons

and because of the variability of resources from area to
area, many unique annual cycles have resulted.

Therefore,
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there is no ideal cycle which fits the entire Basin but a
wide variation in cycles between individuals, even those
in the same community.

Only with springtime crawfishing

is there anything close to unanimity about which resource
should be exploited and how it should be done.

Therefore,

to help explain how and why annual cycles differ, examples
of the annual round as practiced by individuals will be
presented.

These annual cycles are by folk who year-round

take part in swamp activities and do not, as a rule, resort
to jobs in neighboring towns.
An example of an annual cycle as practiced at Hen
derson is that of Mr. Pierre A.

(for the sake of anonymity,

fictitious names will be used in this section of the paper),
who crawfishes from March to June.

This past season, 1968,

prices of crawfish fell very low by mid-April and bait
became expensive, so from that date on he set trotlines in
the local lakes for catfish.

On June first the water was

down and the frogging season had started, so he began
frogging.

He started the use of trammel nets at night in

mid-June, and when this activity produced fewer and fewer
results, he attempted fishing by other methods.

By September

first the water was quite low, and he began seining with
friends.

In October water had begun to rise so he turned

to trotline fishing, and by January, when the water had
risen high enough to enter the woods, he began fishing in
the swamp again with trotlines.
once again crawfishing.

By March of 1969 he was
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Mr. Pierre A. is quite provincial in that all of his
activity, except for crawfishing, is done in the immediate
vicinitjr of Henderson.

He is not known as a particularly

good fisherman, nor does he earn a good living.

His invest

ment in equipment is low, totaling only about $3,000 to
$4,000.

He owns a few hoop nets, though he would like to

have more, but since the lakes around Henderson are exten
sively used by sportsmen, he has lost hoop nets to this
group and does not think an investment in more nets would
repay the effort.

He owns three boats:

a barge, a flatboat,

and a pirogue.
Mr. Charles V . , residing in Catahoula, is another
person oriented toward swamp activities.

He catches craw

fish bait in February or as soon as it becomes available
and the demand develops, and he continues this activity
through May.

He particularly enjoys frogging and starts

when the season begins, June first.

He continues until

sometime in September, when frogs become so scarce he can
no longer make a living frogging.

Between this time and

the beginning of the trapping season, he does some fishing
with trotlines.

When trapping begins, he follows this

occupation throughout the season until the cycle is completed
and he again begins gathering crawfish bait.
Mr. Charles V. does not make a good living, primarily
because he is not enterprising.

Gathering crawfish is more

lucrative than gathering bait, but because of force of
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habit and preference he continues to catch bait.

He has a

minimum investment in equipment, $1,000 at the most, and
this includes a small truck— an item owned by most heads of
families— and two boats:
He owns no hoop nets.

a small flatboat and a pirogue.

If times get particularly bad, he

finds work in neighboring towns, but only until he can
return to the swamp life.
Quite different from the two discussed above is a
Butte la Rose fisherman who is very industrious and earns
a good living.

Mr. James D. has approximately 300 hoop

nets, probably more than any other man in the Atchafalaya
Basin.

He is a year-round fisherman, centering his annual

cycle on hoop-net fishing.

Because he has such a large

investment in fishing gear— $20,000 worth— he even foregoes
the crawfish season sometimes,in order to fish in roads in
the swamp.

When the water gets low in summer, he fishes

deep in the main channel of the river, and when water begins
to rise, he fishes cleared sites along the r i v e r ’s bank.
When it rises further and floods the swamp, he fishes with
hoop nets and leads.

He travels extensively and fishes in

waters from a few miles south of Krotz Springs almost to
Morgan City.

He owns three flatboats of varying sizes,

several outboard motors, one of 100 horsepower, and a pirogue.
With such extensive fishing gear, he is assured a good liv
ing and never works in surrounding towns.
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Mr. George L. lives in Pierre Part.

From approxi

mately February through May he commutes to the Spillway to
crawfish, and in summer he uses trotlines to catch catfish
in nearby Lake Verret.

He readily admits crabbing would be

much more lucrative, but because it requires travel and he
considers it too expensive to start, he continues to fish.
He fishes into the early winter months, but when the wea
ther gets cold he takes a job in the farming economy, either
working in sugar mills or driving a tractor.

He does this

because, he says, he is too cold when fishing on the lake
and is warmer when working at the other occupations, par
ticularly inside the mill.

This is the only area in the

Basin where swamp dwellers take part in a farming economy,
as most have abandoned this way of life and some even look
on it as fit only for Negroes.

However, there has always

been some farming near Pierre Part, and local farmers have
always hired local help rather than Negroes.

Mr. George

L.'s activities do not provide a good living for he has
only a small investment in gear, less than $2,000, and owns
only two boats:

a small flatboat with a thirty-horsepower

motor attached, and a pirogue.
A final example of a swamp dweller's annual cycle is
that practiced by Mr. Albert H. of Pigeon.

He crawfishes

from March to June, and then he frogs for about two weeks.
Following this, he starts traveling to the lower end of the
Basin to crab two or three days out of every week.

The

rest of the time he has hoop nets out catching fish, though

they are occasionally set for turtles.

When the weather

begins to cool, he foregoes crabbing to concentrate on
fishing.

When the trapping season starts December first,

he begins trapping though he continues fishing with hoop
nets.

He is industrious, earns a good living, and does not

hesitate to accept a job if for some reason he cannot earn
much money in the swamp economy.

With about $10,000

invested in equipment, Mr. Albert H. owns two flatboats,
a pirogue, a pointed boat used in crawfishing, and several
outboard motors.
These sample annual cycles of swamp dwellers from
different communities in the Atchafalaya Basin illustrate
their considerable diversity of life.

Persons who take

part in the swamp economy year round may be divided into
two large categories:

the more aggressive men who invest

money in fishing equipment and manage to earn a good liv-r
ing; and the less enterprising fishermen who take the easy
way and who, though they may complain, are content to earn
only a few dollars a day.

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS
Based on a long look at the Atchafalaya Basin, certain
observations may be advanced:
The Atchafalaya Basin is a unique area, both phy
sically and culturally different from the surrounding agri
cultural lands.

It is the largest swamp in Louisiana and

through its connections with the Mississippi River is dif
ferent from all other swamps.

In spite of its uniqueness

it is an area of great diversity.

Physically there is

diversity throughout the area, and culturally there is
diversity because the area was settled by both French- and
English-speakers who remain distinct groups to this day.
The greatest cultural influence upon the Basin and
the area’s most significant economic activities have come
from the upper Mississippi River system, as indicated by
the introduction of ideas and techniques used in the fishing
industry.
Folk culture as developed in the Basin is both
dynamic and fluid, as inhabitants of the area have readily
adjusted through time to new resources, opportunities, and
techniques.

Early agriculturists, these peoples abandoned

their way of life and, rather than migrating to maintain an
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an agricultural economy, remained in the swamp and learned
to exploit a quite different aspect of the environment.
When the area is no longer a swamp and its end is in sight,
the inhabitants probably will not return to farming, though
there is an example of one group of swamp dwellers to the
north of the area that did (Gregory, 1966).
While seemingly isolated, the Basin is very much
involved in the national economy and it is greatly affected
by it.

The Basin has not been self-sufficient for about a

hundred years, and even then there was an interchange of
goods.

The area has of necessity been responsive to the

market demands of a modern industrial society, and this
society brought in changes through introductions of com
petitive goods and new techniques and through direct inter
vention with construction of the Atchafalaya Spillway.
Folk culture in the Atchafalaya Basin is rapidly
dying.

Few live today isolated in the center of the Basin;

the vast majority have moved to bordering villages.

The

old ways have found it impossible to withstand declining
wildlife resources even within the Spillway and the compe
tition of more participants, some of whom are outsiders,
using an advanced technology.

Also, there is an understand

able desire on the part of former swamp dwellers to embrace
a new way of life with all its amenities.

Even so, these

same people, particularly during the crawfish season,
return nostalgically to swamp living.
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